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JAPANESE GEOPOLITICS IN
THE 1930s AND 1940s

 
Keiichi Takeuchi

The introduction of geopolitics in Japan

The concept of geopolitics according to Swede Rudolf Kjellén was first introduced
to Japan in 1925, when his work of 1916 appeared in a book review in a Japanese
journal of international law and diplomacy (Kjellén 1916; Fujisawa 1925). The
reviewer, Chikao Fujisawa, rightly pointed out that ‘this new approach opens up
new horizons in the real study of the phenomena of the state, casting off the
erstwhile prevailing old, abstract, theoretical and conventional approach’. Perhaps
Fujisawa was not aware of the geopolitical movement in Germany, already
established in Munich due to the initiative of Karl Haushofer. Some months later,
Taro Tsujimura, then head of the recently-created Department of Geography at the
Imperial University of Tokyo, discussed the term ‘geopolitics’ in his review of Otto
Maull’s book (Maull 1925). Tsujimura and other geographers who had occasion to
refer to geopolitics in the 1920s considered it to be merely an application of
geography to real politics; they were critical of the standpoint that considered it as
either a branch or a development of political geography (Tsujimura 1925). Rather,
they believed that political geography was firmly based on the recognition of the
interdependence or interaction between the state and the physical and cultural
landscape. Takuji Ogawa (Ogawa 1930) and Goro Ishibashi (Ishibashi 1927), leading
geographers of the Imperial University of Kyoto, criticized geopolitics for its lack of
a precisely defined object of study. Their criticism, however, never touched upon the
essential character of geopolitics, that is, an organicist (sic) view of the state.
Somewhat of an exception was Sasaki, who criticized German geopoliticians for
their adherence to environmental determinism and direct causality between politics
and land, whilst failing to take into account the intermediate economic mechanism
(Sasaki 1927). During that period, therefore, only a few geographers actually applied
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this new approach to political science in Japanese international politics. Nobuyuki
limoto, then a young specialist in political geography at Tokyo, was one of the few
who recognized the value of geopolitics in policy-making (limoto 1935:1–13).

In 1931, Japan commenced her military invasion of Northeast China, marking the
start of the fifteen-year war which ended in the defeat of Japan at the end of the
Second World War in 1945. The year 1931 was also the turning point between the
more liberal 1920s and the reactionary or imperialist decade of the 1930s in Japan.
Early in 1932, Japan formed the puppet state of Manchukuo. In 1933, as a result of
the adoption of the Lytton Report on Manchuria by the League of Nations, which
strongly criticized the aggressive Japanese military actions in Manchuria, Japan
withdrew from the League of Nations. The isolation of Japan in the new
international political sphere led to an increasing interest in geopolitics. This was
due in great part to the strengthening of the relationship between Japan and
Germany and the ensuing formation of the Axis. In Germany, the rise to power of
the Nazi party had strengthened links with the Munich-based geopolitical school.
While in the 1920s the German term Geopolitik was translated into Japanese as
chiseijigaku, literally geographical politics, it dropped out of use in the 1930s;
instead, the term chiseigaku was adopted. The shift was due to a combination of the
three ideograms involved in its written form which better reflected the term
geopolitics rather than geographical politics.

The geopolitical tradition in Japan before the
introduction of German geopolitics

The flourishing of geopolitics in Japan was not, however, prompted simply by the
new, internationally isolated position of Japan in the 1930s. In order to obtain a
clearer picture of the circumstances surrounding the establishment of German-style
geopolitics, it is necessary to examine the background or tradition of geopolitical or
geostrategic thought in modern Japan.

From the beginning of the 1870s, Japan expanded northwards into the Korean
peninsula. In 1875, Japan dispatched a gunboat to the shores of the island of
Kanghwado to force Korea into opening diplomatic relations, just as the United
States had done to Japan two decades earlier. After the military attack at
Kanghwado, the Japanese government sent an envoy, Kiyotaka Kuroda, to Korea to
conclude a treaty of friendship. This marked the beginning of the Japanese intrusions
into the Asian continent, culminating in the conflict with China in 1894–5, with
Russia in 1904–5 and further, the so-called ‘fifteen-year war’ with China. Given
these increasing encroachments in other territories, both military and economic, a
considerable number of Japanese began to travel on missions of inquiry to China and
Russia. They included people from all walks of life, ranging from prominent political
and diplomatic figures to military inspectors and secret agents (Nagasawa 1973).
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Despite their diverse backgrounds, they were united in their belief in the
appropriateness of Japan’s northwards advance, referred to as hokushin, for
geostrategic or geopolitical reasons. Obviously, due to the covert nature of some of
the missions, not all the accounts of these journeys saw publication. It should be
noted, however, that these accounts, confidential or otherwise, duly influenced the
decision-making of the Japanese government and military groups; moreover,
numerous protagonists of these investigative travels frequently gave public lectures
catering to both academic and popular audiences, thus contributing to the gradual
formation of Japanese geopolitical and geostrategic thought among the population at
large. It is the published travel accounts or transcriptions of delivered lectures, such
as those of Buyo Enomoto, sent to Russia on a diplomatic mission, Kiyotaka Kuroda,
the prominent diplomat and politician, and Yasumasa Fukushima, who served as
military attaché with the Japanese envoy at Berlin, that allow us a sense of their
considerations and their specifically geopolitical nature (Takeuchi 1998,
forthcoming).

Expansion was by no means limited to the North, for already by the 1870s many
private Japanese concerns were to be found operating in Southeast Asia and the
Pacific area. Meanwhile, in the 1880s, with the increasing German influence in
Micronesia and Melanesia, publications in support of southward expansion
(nanshinron) began to appear. In the 1880s and 1890s, when chairs of geography in
higher education had not yet been created (Takeuchi 1974), a certain number of
books dealing with political geographical considerations aimed at the general public
were published. After pursuing studies in fishery science for three years in the
United States, Kanzo Uchimura, a graduate of the Sapporo College of Agronomy,
published a treatise of geography titled, in literal translation, Considerations on
Geography (Uchimura 1894). In the preface, he considered the geographical position
of Japan: facing the United States across the Pacific Ocean. This led him to
emphasize the need for friendly relations with the United States.

Shigetake Shiga, another graduate of the Sapporo College of Agronomy, obtained
passage on board a navy training ship and visited the South Pacific islands and
Oceania in 1886. Subsequently, he began to insist that a Japanese advance to the
south was required, both from the economic and military points of view. He argued
that this move was appropriate due to Japan’s geographical situation, allowing easy
access to Southeast Asia and the South Pacific (Shiga 1887). Uchimura was a pacifist
and, on the basis of his Protestant convictions, argued against the absolutist
tennoism of Meiji Japan. He firmly opposed the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese war
of 1894, whereas Shiga laid stress on the nation-building efforts of Meiji Japan,
though admittedly, he was never at any time overtly prejudiced (Takeuchi 1988,
1994b; Minamoto 1984; Yamamoto and Ueda 1997). In spite of the ideological
differences between these two graduates of the Sapporo College of Agronomy,
through their studies they acquired a common understanding of the importance of
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geographical conditions. They were not academic geographers, yet they made
pertinent observations about the international scene on the basis of their firsthand
experience of the geographical position of Japan. It should also be noted that
nanshinron, or southward expansionism, represented the interests of private sectors,
business and immigration affairs, and that only in the second half of the 1930s did it
become a governmental concern supported by naval interests.

In addition to these concerns, as in other nations around the inter-war world,
the impact of German Geopolitik became evident in Japan. In order to analyse
Haushofer’s subsequent influence on Japanese geopolitical thought, it is necessary to
take into account his personal connection with Japan. During his stay from the end
of 1908 to the summer of 1910, he made the acquaintance of prominent Japanese
political and military figures and availed himself of opportunities to delve into the
traditions and culture of the country. After he became a professional geographer or
geopolitician, he published not only the famous book on the geopolitics of the
Pacific Ocean (Haushofer 1925) but repeatedly referred to Japanese affairs (Jacobsen
1979:86–112). For Karl Haushofer and perhaps also for the Haushofer family, Japan
retained a special meaning. In his Munich house hung (and still hang) numerous
pictures and photographs of Japan. His eldest son, Albrecht Haushofer,
geomorphologist and army officer, a child at the time the family lived in Japan, was
executed by the Nazis in 1945, in the last days of Nazi Berlin, after being
imprisoned for his part in the failed plot to assassinate Hitler. Afterwards, in his
pocket, a handful of poems were discovered, two of which had Japanese titles, Kami
and Itsukushima.

However, Japanese geopolitics were not solely derived from German Geopolitik
and Haushofer’s ideas. There were several trends of geopolitical thought and
movements in Japan, and this chapter seeks to outline a few of these different
versions of geopolitical thought. First, there was a geopolitical school of the
Imperial University of Kyoto, directed by Saneshige Komaki; second, a group
comprised of faithful followers of Haushofer or the German-type geopolitical
school. Third, there was the Japan Association for Geopolitics (Nihon Chiseigaku
Kyokai) (Takeuchi 1980, 1994a); and finally, the members of Hidemaro Konoe’s
‘brains trust’ (Fukushima 1997). Although not all schools or groups blindly adopted
Haushofer’s doctrine, the latter none the less exerted an enormous influence which
contributed to their development and success. This was partly because Haushofer
was thoroughly acquainted with the circumstances of Japan, but also because the
geographical position of Japan was highly conducive to the acceptance of
Haushofer’s doctrine of pan-regions (Abdel-Malek 1977). To some Japanese
academics, who felt themselves otherwise incapable of employing their scientific
achievements in the difficult situation facing Japan during that period, the German
political movement appeared an archetype to which they could look for guidance in
formulating their thinking (Yamaguchi 1943:230–7). For other politicians and
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academics who felt antipathy towards the prevailing irrational, chauvinist and
ultranationalist demagogy, Haushofer’s mechanistic and apparently rational and
realistic analyses came as a relief. It is not difficult to understand why, under such
ambivalent circumstances, three separate Japanese versions of Geopolitik des pazifischen
Ozeans (Geopolitics of the Pacific Ocean) were published in the 1930s and 1940s as
well as two separate Japanese versions, respectively, of Bausteine zur Geopolitik
(Building Blocks for a Geopolitics) and Weltmeer und Weltmacht (World Oceans and
World Power). And it was through such publications that geopolitical thought spread
throughout Japan.

Geopolitical practices of geographers before
the mid-1930s

While the attitude of geographers towards geopolitics differed according to the
‘school’ of geopolitics and the individuals involved, the development of geopolitical
ideas in Japan can be divided broadly into two phases: the first phase was from the
1920s through to the early 1930s when geographers such as Tsujimura and Sasaki
criticized Kjellén, and the second period was from the mid-1930s onwards, when
geopolitics came to be widely discussed in journalistic, political and military circles.
Moreover, some contemporary geographers, who even during the second phase
maintained a critical stance towards geopolitics, began to recognize the distinctions
between the two phases (Watanabe 1942).

In the first phase, apart from the strictly scientific journals of geography such as
Chirigaku Hyoron, Chikyu and Chigaku Zasshi, geographical journals aimed at a broader
spectrum of readers, notably primary school teachers who aspired to the Teachers’
Licence for the Teaching of Geography in Secondary Schools. Chirigaku, published by
Kokon Shoin, and Chirikyoiku, issued by Chukokan, were just two of the main
journals of this type. It should be noted that during the first phase critical
introductions to geopolitics were originally confined to scientific journals. Up to the
beginning of the 1930s, some degree of freedom of speech was still permitted in
Japan, hence geopolitics came in for a certain amount of criticism due to its
vindication of the fascist regime in Germany. For instance, Masakane Kawanishi,
citing the Marxist critic of Geopolitik Karl Wittfogel (Wittfogel 1929), regarded
geopolitics as ‘an explanation neglecting the intermediate mechanism of the
connection between existing natural conditions and political patterns’. Furthermore,
Keishi Ohara published a series of papers in the first half of the 1930s, which were
eventually included in his book of 1936. He clearly stated that:
 

The fundamental method of a geopolitical approach still continues to be
one involving an explanation of the nature of the state and the process of
its political development, not in terms of the development of social
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productive forces or other socio-economic factors such as the pursuit of
profit or of capitalist economies, but directly and one-sidedly through
natural conditions. This masks the socio-economic factors existing behind
the activities of the state and justifies the claims and the acts of
exploitation on the part of the state in regard to existing natural
conditions…. Geopolitics and present-day political geography are thus
based on an organic view of the state and on the geographical materialism
of past times. Only the social and economic situations of present-day
Germany have restored these conventional theories…. Political geography
expressed in present-day Germany is an ideological reflection of the
recovery of German capitalism and its nationalistic development, and
serves as a scientific instrument for its development.

(Ohara 1936:335–6)
 
Not all Japanese geographers adopted this sort of fundamental theoretical
criticism, but many considered geopolitics a mere application of political
geography to state strategy. To some extent, this was reflected in contemporary
geographical journals aimed at a wider readership: no papers appeared on
geopolitics except for short mentions of the German geopolitical movement
before the mid-1930s. However, the journals did contain a large number of papers
on political geography, as these comprised mandatory reading for primary school
teachers taking the examinations for secondary school teaching certificates. The
negligent attitude of Japanese geographers towards geopolitics was not entirely
without reason. German geopolitics under the Weimar Republic manifested a
certain chauvinistic and patriotic character with reference to their own state and/
or German-related lands as well as potential territories (Lebensraum) and potential
enemy countries. However, in the case of a country beyond the frontiers of
Germany’s envisioned expansionism, the treatment accorded to such places was
indistinguishable from a political geographical analysis. Japan’s political
geographical situation, as a victorious nation of the First World War and in
possession of colonial lands such as Korea, Formosa and a number of Pacific
islands, differed considerably from that of Weimar Germany, suffering under the
restrictions of the Versailles Treaty. Consequently, the specific political geography
produced in Weimar Germany was considered inapplicable to Japan.

During the second phase of geopolitical developments from the mid-1930s,
geographers were rather slow to analyse the geopolitical situation relating to Japan
and its roles in the ‘fifteen-year war’. At the end of the 1930s, the Nazis achieved
their target of Kampf gegen Versailles, or the breaking down of the terms of the
Versailles Treaty; they commenced to flaunt a new slogan, the ‘New European
Order’. Directly or indirectly, this stimulated Japanese leaders to invent the ‘New
Order in East Asia’ (Towa Shin Chitsu-jo), which later developed into the ‘Great East
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Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere’ (Daitowa Kyoeiken). Only Joji Ezawa, a graduate in
commerce of the Tokyo Commercial College where he later taught German,
energetically took up the subject of German geopolitics of the 1930s. In spite of his
efforts to reconstitute conventional human and economic geography, which was,
according to him, based on the methodology of the natural sciences, he subsequently
proposed an alternative anthropocentric and rational science of spatial organization
(Raumordnung) (Ezawa 1938). Ezawa reified a curious mixture of romanticism with
aspirations to a cool and mechanistic order of spatial organization. He was not
recognized as a geographer in Japanese geographical circles of that period, but was
nevertheless a vanguard geographer who advocated and popularized geopolitics in
the journalistic world. He remained an epigone of Haushofer, as evidenced in his
last geopolitical book (Ezawa 1943). In this, he paralleled the case of Ichigoro Abe,
a former economist, who in 1933, had already published the first systematic treatise
on German geopolitics (Abe 1933). Both men were not considered to be
geographers by recognized geographical specialists.

Analyses of the geopolitical practices of geographers during the late-1930s second
phase presented a number of difficulties for the following reasons. First, and until
quite recently, most of the practitioners of geopolitics remained silent regarding this
period of their lives because of the measures implemented by the Allied Forces
authorities after the Second World War condemning geopolitics. Negative public
opinion was shaped by events which took place during this second phase. Second, a
large number of documents were destroyed by burning on the orders of the
government and army authorities in August 1945, during the twoweek hiatus
between Japan’s surrender and the arrival of the Allied Occupation Forces on
mainland Japan. However, almost all of the surviving documents confiscated by the
Allied Forces authorities have now been returned to Japan by the United States in
the form of microfilms or microfiche but the analysis of these records, with their
wealth of confidential material pertaining to geopolitical affairs, has only just begun.
Therefore, the analysis of this author is out of necessity based chiefly on currently
available printed material. Third, as a reaction to governmental ‘thought control’ and
the severe censorship of printed matter, many authors felt compelled to adopt
devious methods to express their thoughts, or even uttered the standard positions of
the day, in order to escape governmental suppression.

Papers and reviews of geopolitics by geographers were rarely to be found in
scientific journals in this second phase, except for Chiri to Keizai, organ of The
Nippon Economic Geographical Society, which published several papers on topics
that were problematic given the international circumstances of that period.
Instead, the greater part of this material appeared in popular journals, albeit of a
geographic nature, and in cultural journals of general interest. During 1941, the
two main journals read by trainees for the Teaching of Geography at Secondary
Schools, Chirigaku and Chirikyoiku, began to use the term geopolitics in the titles
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and texts of many of the papers. In the 1942 volume of Chirigaku, four or five
papers appeared every month under the column ‘Geography of Great East Asia’,
and number four of that year was devoted to a special issue, ‘Geopolitics of Great
East Asia’, containing papers by all the protagonists of the Kyoto school of
geopolitics, starting with Saneshige Komaki. In contrast to Chirigaku, Chirikyoiku—
having changed its title to Chirigaku Kenkyu in 1942—adopted a more scientific
approach to geopolitics. Most of the authors who published their papers on
geopolitics in Chirigaku Kenkyu (Iwata 1942; Watanabe 1941, 1942; Watanuki 1942)
were inclined to be critical of geopolitics, yet all of them were compelled to
acknowledge the usefulness of geopolitics in the construction of geostrategy and
geotactics during a crucial phase of the Japanese empire. Watanabe, whilst
recognizing the advantages of geopolitical discourse, wrote the frankest criticism
of geopolitics in 1942 as follows:
 

Geopolitics by definition appears to be a systematic discipline, but its
content consists merely of policy discussions…. Its content and aims can
be summarised substantially as follows: First, to provide politicians with
guidelines for state policies on the basis of ‘intuitive reasoning’ and
geographical considerations; Second, to justify the policies decided upon;
and third, to convince the people of the validity of the foreign policies of
the state and persuade them to collaborate with those policies on the basis
of a moral conviction. Geopoliticians generally complemented their lack of
logic with the shock quality of their discourses. People were deluded into
believing in the logic or system paraded forth in these difficult discourses,
which was the ulterior motive of the geopoliticians, or in other words, the
purpose aimed at was a sensational effect.

(Watanabe 1942:8–9)
 
It could be construed that Watanabe, as a professor at a military academy and an
individual in a privileged position, could afford to indulge in such straightforward
criticism. In any case, all these popular journals had to cease publication in 1944
due to government-implemented measures to combat the paper shortage brought on
by the destruction of paper mills in Allied air raids. The last remaining geographical
journal, Chirigaku Hyoron, organ of the Association of Japanese Geographers, also had
to interrupt publication for over a year from the beginning of 1945.

Some geographers who criticized geopolitics in the first phase began to recognise
the practical and political validity of geopolitics in the later 1930s. In his thick
treatise on political geography of 1941, Toshiyuki limoto, who in 1928 had refused
to acknowledge geopolitics as an independent discipline, now devoted three whole
chapters to a favourable consideration of geopolitics (limoto 1928, 1935). Apropos
the changing attitude of limoto, it should be noted that he became Secretary
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General for the Japan Association for Geopolitics founded at the end of 1941, a few
weeks before the Pearl Harbor attack.

Meanwhile, Keishi Ohara who developed a fundamental and theoretical criticism
of geopolitics in the first phase, published a paper in a leading intellectual review in
1940, thereby acknowledging the importance of geopolitical considerations, under
the conditions of the prevailing totalitarian economic system or the so-called
controlled economy (Ohara 1940). In 1942, he was compelled to resign from a
teaching post at a higher commercial school in Yokohama. One of the reasons cited
for his dismissal was the publication of the somewhat Marxist-oriented book of 1936
called Shakaichiri-gaku no Kisomondai. Around 1940, he was subjected to the stringent
surveillance of the public security police and hence his argument of 1940 would
seem a typical example of the distorted logic and convoluted phraseology that
evolved out of a situation of limited freedom of speech. In contrast, Koji Iizuka
wrote numerous papers for popular journals in this period. These appeared to reveal
the conspiracies that the Western powers used to justify the Pacific war, and
geographical analyses of the United States as enemy. At the same time he produced
exceedingly penetrating critiques on Geopolitik in publications for the Faculty of
Economics at the Imperial University of Tokyo, during 1942 and 1943 (Iizuka 1942/
43). He amended and re-published almost all his collected works after the Second
World War, but the writings published in popular journals in this period were not
included.

Saneshige Komaki, third head of the Department of Geography of the Imperial
University of Kyoto, was a brilliant specialist in historical and prehistorical
geography, especially with regard to the reconstruction of historical landscapes and
interpretation of past landscapes, a tradition which continues to this day. The
circumstances under which Komaki’s book, Manifesto of Japanese Geopolitics (Komaki
1940b), was published are not clear. In this work, he wrote that a new Japanese
geopolitics had to develop on the basis of a geographical study of Japan which
emphasized the traditional ethics and mentality of the Japanese. He also argued that:
 

In this way Japanese geopolitics is different from the many world
geopolitical currents imitating German geopolitics, from the colonialist in
the British style and also from the old-fashioned type of Chinese
geopolitics; it is a distinctly Japanese type which has existed since the
beginnings of the imperial family and will develop in line with the
prosperity of the imperial family as a truly creative science of Japan.

(Komaki 1940a:5)
 
Along these lines, he placed particular emphasis on the need for recognition of a
proper national Japanese polity based on tennoism (Komaki 1942). This would
appear to be a kind of divine inspiration on his part, influenced perhaps by his
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family belonging to the Shinto priesthood in Shiga Prefecture. It should also be
noted that at the Department of Geography at Kyoto, the Anthropogeographie and
Politische Géographie of Friedrich Ratzel were widely read and that some of Komaki’s
students had been extremely interested in geopolitical thinking since the mid-1930s.
One of them was Jiro Yonekura, assistant of the department in the second half of
the 1930s, who by the 1937 Japanese invasion of China had already carried out
geostrategical examinations on behalf of the Japanese army, based on the
documentary analysis of past wars on Chinese soil. These studies were later
published (Yonekura 1942). It is impossible to judge the motivation behind Komaki’s
conversion to geopolitics. Whether it was due to divine inspiration or the impulse of
the academic tradition of the Kyoto school remains to be ascertained. Regardless of
his motivations, he managed to mobilize most of the graduates of the Kyoto
geography department to research geopolitical themes. Chiri Ronso, the organ of the
Kyoto geography department, in its eleventh volume commemorating the
mythological 2,600th year of the foundation of Japan by the first tenno, published
twenty-five papers relating to geopolitics including that of Komaki.

Under the directive of Komaki, a group of younger graduates at the geography
department in Kyoto came to specialize in area studies of specific countries of the
Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere; they later collaborated on an uncompleted
multi-volume publication project involving a series of geopolitical works such as
Sekai Chiri Seijigaku Taikei. Their division of labour was as follows: Atsuhiko Bekki in
Southeast Asia, Jiro Yonekura in China, Nobuo Muroga in North America, Saburo
Noma in Europe, Tokuichi Asa in South Asia, Masatoshi Mikami in Siberia, Shunji
Wada in Australia, YojiroTomonaga in Africa, Kiyoshi Kawakami in the Polar regions
and Tsugio Murakami in the Pacific islands. In 1942, Bekki and Asai were
respectively dispatched as military administrators to Indonesia and Burma, then
under Japanese occupation.

In numerous published writings, the geopoliticians of Kyoto remarked on the
economic problems of Japan caused by the dominance of the Western powers in East
Asia, and on the racial discrimination against the Japanese, which considerably
affronted the Japanese public. Yet at the same time, these authors sensed that the
mere exposure and condemnation of Western imperialism was insufficient to
legitimize similar Japanese imperialist policies. As an alternative ideology, they were
obliged to construct ‘Asianism’, a communal unity binding Asian people together.
This was an extension of the idea of the communal state centred on the tenno
family and applied to the Asian community as a whole. In order to exalt this
communalism, they mobilized an indigenous ideology which underlined familial and
pseudo-familial ties as the basis of social organization. In doing so, they cemented
the logic of the apparently divinely-inspired discourses derived from Japanese
mythology. Moreover, this logic was applied to the vagaries of competition among
nation-states at the height of the imperialist era.
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Thus Komaki emerges as fanatical, nationalistic and ethnocentric in the sense of
being Asiacentric. According to Murakami’s memoirs (Murakami 1993), which were
privately published and deemed reliable as the author was by then already 82 years
old and hence without qualms as to the effect of his revelations, Komaki and the
Kyoto group exercised a marked influence on military decision-making and availed
themselves of financial resources placed at their disposal by military and ministerial
authorities. According to his memoir and fragmented statements made by Komaki to
this author in the 1980s, and more recently by Yonekura, they rented an
independent building complete with attendant janitors near the University of Kyoto,
and held weekly study meetings there. The study group also received contracts from
the General Staff Office, which was anxious to plan and elaborate military tactics in
the light of the attack on Singapore via the Malaysian Peninsula in 1941, of
operations in New Guinea in 1942, operations in Southern China in 1943, and
finally in 1945, foreseeing the landing of the American forces, and the defence
strategy pertaining to Kyushu. It is not clear to what extent the proposals of the
Kyoto geopolitical group were adopted by the military authorities, but high-ranking
military officers from the General Staff Office invariably attended the meetings in
the building near the university, and there is no question that the relationship with
the military group was a close one. Some of the young members of the group later
obtained a salary from the University of Kyoto, and they proceeded to build up a
collection of books and other materials in the building, all of which was sold
immediately after the surrender of Japan in 1945. To this day, archival evidence
confirming the connection of the Kyoto geopolitical school with the wartime
military authorities has not been found. The discovery of such sources to
substantiate these affairs and the eventual analysis of this material constitutes a
further task for investigation.

The social relevance of geopolitical discourse

The Kyoto school of Japanese geopolitics certainly had a social relevance not only
because Komaki’s ‘Manifesto of Japanese geopolitics’ was widely read, as testified by
Komaki himself (Komaki 1944), but also for its connection with the military as
mentioned earlier. There is also no doubt that a certain rivalry existed between the
Kyoto geopolitical school and the geopoliticians of Tokyo. In November 1941, the
Japan Association of Geopolitics was founded in Tokyo, and from January 1942 to
November 1944 published the monthly Chiseigaku (only five numbers in 1944
because of the shortage of printing paper). On the board of directors and
counsellors appeared a number of names of geographers, economists, lawyers,
politicians, journalists and some military authorities. The names included translators
of Haushofer such as Joji Ezawa, as well as those who took a rather critical stand
with regard to German geopolitics such as Hiroshi Sato, who introduced Wittfogel
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to Japan. Of the Kyoto geopolitical school, we find only the name of Goro Ishibashi
as a nominal advisor. He was a former professor of Komaki’s but was outside
Komaki’s geopolitical group because of his ill health and also because of his
ideological differences with Komaki. There were no contributions to this journal
from the Kyoto school of geopolitics, and in the numerous papers stressing the
necessity of establishing Japanese geopolitics, no references were made to Komaki’s
writings nor to the writings of members of his school. The only paper published
which refers to Komaki’s ‘Manifesto’ was one discussing the economic revival of the
remote Oki islands, published in 1943.

The founding declaration printed on the first page of every number of the
Tokyo-based Chiseigaku proclaimed that: ‘now the defence of our motherland and the
war for survival of the peoples of Great East Asia has a world-wide significance. It
is required that geopolitics, which makes up the fundamental base, blood and land
of the people, be studied more profoundly and with greater dispatch’ (Japan
Association of Geopolitics 1941). As it was, however, the papers of this journal were
mostly political geographical or historical geographical descriptions of areas that
were crucial in the Second World War, and no contributions were imbued with the
Shintoistic mysticism or intimations of divine inspiration so often found in the
writings of the Kyoto geopolitical school. On the other hand, there is no evidence
that the contributors to this journal actually exercised influence on the decision-
making of the General Staff Office and governmental authorities. Although the
president of the society was Admiral Yoshitake Ueda, the journal contained very few
contributions from military men. In spite of their bold declarations, it would appear
that, essentially, the members of this association were little more than ‘hangers-on’
in society (see Watanuki 1941).

School textbooks are generally some of the most efficient instruments of either
nation-building or the indoctrination of state ideology. This is especially so in the
case of Japan, where from 1903 school textbooks were prepared under the
authorship of the Ministry of Education (Takeuchi 1998 and see Figure 4.2). In the
textbooks of civic society and citizenship, emphasis on the peculiar character of
Japanese polity based on tennoism was invariably forthcoming. Moreover, the
geography books compiled during 1930–1 contained new descriptions of the ethnic
minorities of Japan. It was written that:
 

There are more than ninety million people holding Japanese nationality, of
which about twenty million are Korean, four million three hundred
thousand Chinese, more than one hundred thousand Formosan aborigines
and a small number of Ainu in Hokkaido and Sakharin. All these
differences notwithstanding, they are all loyal subjects of the Japanese
emperor.

(Fifth grade textbook, page 23)
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The compilation of geography textbooks for primary schools for 1938–9 depicted the
new situation arising from Japan’s military invasion of Manchuria in 1932, and China
in 1937. Yet all these new descriptions, rather than expanding the horizon of study for
the students, reflected a de facto recognition of the imperialistic expansion of Japan. It
was only in the 1943–4 editions of fifth- and sixth-grade school geography texts,
though, that this imperial form of geopolitical manipulation became obvious. The
geography of foreign countries was limited to that of East and Southeast Asia and
Oceania, that is, the constituents of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. At
the front of the sixth-grade textbooks, instead of the usual Mercator projection map, a
specific projection map deliberately centred on Japan was reproduced. Japan’s
geographical position was explained as being ‘an apt one for extending her influence
northward and southward’. Apart from the emphasis on Japan’s geopolitical advantages
due to her geographical location, there were neither environmentalist nor racial
interpretations, but there was great admiration for Japanese achievements in colonial
and occupied lands. It is interesting that the map of the Japan-centred Greater East
Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere was a copy of the map printed on the last page of every
issue of Chiseigaku of the Japan Association of Geopolitics as shown in Figure 4.1.

Eminent Japanese politicians were prone to surround themselves with
sympathetic scholars, with the result that geopolitical discourses had a considerable
impact on Japanese politicians in the second half of the 1930s. Prior to the onset of
the activities of the Kyoto geopolitical school and the founding of the Japan
Association of Geopolitics in Tokyo, in 1938, Premier Fumimaro Konoe proclaimed
the advent of the ‘New Order in East Asia’ (Towa Shinchitsujo), which aimed to
establish a new political system in Japan, Manchukuo and China and appealed to the
‘Asianism’ in the Japanese people (Hatano 1980). According to Miwa’s analysis
(Miwa 1981), at the time when Fumimaro Konoe presented his idea of a ‘New
Order in East Asia’, he was extremely susceptible to the influence of his intellectual
cabal, Showa Kenkyukai (Study Group of the Showa Period). Masamichi Royama, a
leading figure of this group and professor of political science first at the Imperial
University of Tokyo and later of the Imperial University of Kyoto, published two
papers (Royama 1938, 1939) in which he explained defensively that ‘Japanese
expansion is not imperialism but regionalism for the purpose of defence or
development’; moreover, he cites the concept of ‘national living sphere’ (minzokuteki
seikatsuken) which was clearly a paraphrase for the Lebensraum of German geopolitics,
and which according to him, was
 

a geopolitical concept, not a phrase belonging to the terminology of
international law, or political sciences…in real international politics,
however, England and France cannot ignore the claims of Germany made
along the lines of this concept.

(Royama 1938)
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Figure 4.1 Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere1

Black areas show parts occupied after December 1941; progressive changes were
shown in maps for each issue. This map shows the maximum expansion of Japanese-
occupied areas.

Source: Chiseigaku, vol. 2, no. 9
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Figure 4.2 Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere with Japan in the centre1

Source: Sixth-grade geography textboook, Ministry of Education, 1944
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In his paper on the cultural aspects of the New Order in East Asia (Royama
1940a), he emphasized the relativism or pluralism of world culture, though
admitting the superiority of Western material culture. Consequently, he was adverse
to the Japanese cultural chauvinism which held Japanese culture to be the most
superior in Asia and insisted on the need for a co-operative solidarity among East
Asian nations. In the entry on geopolitics for an encyclopaedia of social sciences
(Royama 1940b), he expressed himself more positively on the subject,
acknowledging the validity of the geopolitical approach in the analysis of the reality
of international relations, even though he denied the existence of geopolitics as an
independent discipline. In August 1940, Foreign Minister Yosuke Matsuoka
proclaimed the ‘Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere’ policy, as a development of
the concept of the ‘New Order in East Asia’. According to Fukushima (Fukushima
1997), with this new concept geopolitics was brought to the fore, in order to
establish recognition of the inevitable linkage between East Asia and Southeast Asia.
Miwa furthermore recognized that Royama’s regionalist understanding of the
‘economic community of East Asia’ was always different from the emotional Asianist
understanding of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, being based as it was
on a purely economic rationalism (Miwa 1981; Takahashi 1980).

In order to avoid criticism for being imperialist in the same way as the Western
powers, the Kyoto geopolitical school turned away from rational reasoning and
escaped into what can only be described as romantic discourses involving discussions
of indigenous, divinity-related and spiritual traditions ‘true’ to Japan, and thereby
receiving the support of the ultra-nationalists in the army. On the other hand, as a
politician Konoe felt inclined to check the aberrant natures of the military group,
whilst the ‘brains trust’ group surrounding him showed sympathy towards, and even
adopted, geopolitical reasoning, apropos the pursuit of economic and political
rationalism in the sphere of international relations as seen in the case of Royama.
They subsequently encountered profound difficulty in distinguishing themselves from
the Western imperialists and their politics. During the period leading up to the final
catastrophe of 1945, when ultra-nationalist irrationalism came to a head, these
intellectuals rapidly lost ground and many members of Showa Kenkyukai were
arrested. One of them, Hidemi Ozaki, was executed for his part in the Sorge affair
which involved the channelling of information to Moscow.

It is this author’s belief that the main reason why the members of, and
contributors of papers to, the Japan Association of Geopolitics failed to achieve
social relevance as practitioners of geopolitics was the ambivalence in their attitude
towards the fundamental contradiction inherent in Japanese geopolitics. On the one
hand, they were compelled to rely on romanticist or fundamentalist ideals with
sometimes irrational emphasis on ultra-nationalism or an emotional Asianism, whilst
on the other hand they had to find a way out of the economic and political
difficulties Japan faced in the pursuit of realism. Towards the end of the Pacific war,
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the pursuit of rationalism was already encountering setbacks and the romanticists,
meantime, were being driven to mould their destiny with militarist Japan. The
tragicomedy of Japanese geopolitics manifested itself in the mental acrobatics its
adherents were obliged to perform in the course of distinguishing between these
two positions, while they never reached a final decision.

Geopolitical affairs thereafter

After the defeat of Japan in the Second World War, the principal advocates of the
Kyoto school of geopolitics and the representative figures of the Japan Association of
Geopolitics were compelled to resign their offices, or were purged from public
posts on the orders of the Allied Forces. This situation prevailed until the end of the
occupation in 1952. Many problems pertaining to the purge measures require
clarification. The Allied authorities were obviously more influenced by the social and
political circumstances, positions and reputations of individuals in administrative
institutions and academic circles. They seldom concerned themselves with any
scientific evaluation of geopolitical practices. In some instances, protagonists of
Japanese militarism who were particularly influential in certain spheres, for instance,
managed to retain their posts. A type of quota was applied to every institute
regarding the number of persons to be purged. Those who lacked social and
political influence were made the scapegoats and lost not only their positions but
also their livelihoods. Yet the real tragedy for Japanese geopolitics was that
circumstances immediately after the Second World War led to the subject of
geopolitics becoming the focus of a taboo. Consequently, Japan witnessed neither
serious criticism of geopolitical theories per se, nor any analytical reflections on
geopolitical practices in the country in the 1930s and 1940s (Uno 1981). The
overwhelming impression in the intellectual world was that geopolitics was dead,
and when ‘geopolitical affairs’ were referred to, they were considered events
confined to the past. More generally, studies of political geography were also
shunned to the point where whatever significance they had was negated, adding to
the general impression of the demise of geopolitics.

With the end of the Allied occupation in 1952, most of the ‘geopolitical figures’
found posts in newly-created universities and other institutions, and continued to
exert their influence both socially and academically. A veil of silence was drawn over
their past involvement with geopolitics. They hardly ever wrote or spoke about the
geopolitical practices of the 1930s and 1940s. Instead, surreptitious attempts were
made to hinder the composition or publication of either critical or summary
appraisals of Japanese geopolitics, of the kind carried out in Germany (e.g. Troll
1947) with regard to Geopolitik. None the less, Japanese geopolitics left its mark on
the private and public activities of former geopolitical practitioners. Komaki
obtained a professorship and then became president of the national university of
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Shiga, but he produced few academic contributions, apart from some writings on
the local history and geography of Shiga Prefecture, before his death in 1990. Many
of his former students who had been allotted specific area studies renewed their
geographical work in foreign countries and became authorities in their respective
areas of study, but without the former geopolitical overtones: Bekki in Southeast
Asia, Mikami in the Soviet Unio and Yonekura, having changed his study area from
China to India due to ongoing difficulties conducting field studies in China. Ezawa,
translator of Haushofer and author of many papers in Chiseigaku, continued to
personify the reification of the contradictory aspects of Japanese geopolitics: the
shamanist-based mysticism on the one hand and the rational Escher-like spatial
conception on the other. After his rehabilitation, he obtained a professorship in
economic geography at a private university and became an authority on regional
science in Japan. He was later elected president of the Japan Association of
Economic Geographers and hence completed his intellectual transformation from
geopolitics to mainstream economic geography. Other representative figures of
Japanese geopolitics such as Hiroshi Sato and Nobuyuki limoto escaped the purges,
for reasons unknown, but never published either geopolitical or political
geographical papers after the end of the Second World War.

In 1957, the regional conference of the International Geographical Union (IGU)
was held in Japan. It was the first time that Japanese geographers had organized this
type of international event after two decades of cultural isolation. The IGU was a
great contribution to the further development of geographical studies in Japan. The
list of speakers and organizers of the conference and its excursions included several
figures well-known for their role in ‘geopolitical affairs’, as well as geographical
practitioners who worked during the fifteen-year war period: Fumio Tada, then vice-
president of IGU, who joined several expeditions on the Asian continent, especially
to Inner Mongolia; Ryuziro Isida and Taiji Yazawa, the two main promoters of the
conference who were, respectively, a member of an investigative mission in
Singapore attached to the Japanese military government, and a naval officer in
charge of metallurgical work in Japan and Southeast Asia; and Soki Yamamoto, a
specialist in hydrology in the research section of the Southern Manchurian Railway
Company. Many rehabilitated geographers such as Jiro Yonekura read papers and led
post-conference excursions to various parts of Japan. For those Japanese geographers
concerned with geopolitical practices and past experiences in colonial and occupied
lands, this constituted an occasion for the development of their international
sensibilities.

By the mid-1950s, the Japanese economy had reached pre-war levels, and the
following decade of the 1960s was considered the period of rapid economic growth,
with the per capita GNP having more than doubled in real terms. This economic
growth was realized by strengthening the export drive to the Asian continent. In the
quarter-century after the Second World War, Japan actually realized in terms of
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economic expansion what imperialist Japan had not succeeded in accomplishing in
military terms. In 1962, the Institute of Developing Economy was established as an
extra-departmental organization of the Ministry of International Trade and Industry
(MITI). The staff of this institute included several geographers, and it has played a
leading role in the social and economic research of foreign countries, especially in
the developing countries of the world. This research was not directly connected
with Japanese economic expansion, nor did it directly support the country’s
economic expansionist system, yet it is necessary to recognize that regional studies
by Japanese geographers in foreign countries have been influenced by the Japanese
economic relationship with developing countries, and was due also to the differential
allotment system of public and private grants.

As discussed earlier, during the 1930s and the 1940s a considerable number of
Japanese geographers were critical of, or at least reluctant to collaborate with, the
geopolitical practices that served the interests of the imperialists and militarists of
Japan. None the less, they often found themselves forced to submit to these interests,
and in order to maintain some semblance of intellectual critique they resorted to the
mental acrobatics referred to above. During the past half century, the predominant
state ideology, centred on the idea of the supremacy of economic interests in
accordance with corporate interests, has admittedly been neither as fanatic nor
irrational as the ultra-nationalist and militarist dogma of imperialist Japan. These days,
freedom of speech is guaranteed, and the democratic political system works.
Notwithstanding the opportunities afforded by these more conducive circumstances, no
criticism has issued from Japanese geographers pertaining to the formation of the
capitalist landscape of Japan and the new economic order brought about by the
economic giant that is modern Japan. Yet the current state of affairs demands analysis,
and constructive criticism of the hidden mechanisms of this new order by those either
trained to disseminate it and/or whose task or duty it is to provide it.

There remains a great reluctance to confront the attitudes and discourses of
Japanese geopolitics during the 1930s and 1940s. Contemporary geographers are
inextricably enmeshed or submerged in a new brand of contemporary geopolitics
tied, under some different name perhaps, into the new economic order. It would
require a genuine desire and a certain degree of courage to objectively, and in all
honesty, embark on a critical analysis. Ultimately the old adage of ‘he who casts the
first stone’ is too well applicable.

Note

1 The only available versions of figures 4.1 and 4.2 are photocopies of poor quality. Despite
this the figures have been retained as they give an indication of tendencies in Japanese
education and geopolitical thought at that time.
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