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Abstract 

 

Japan undertook a war from 1931 to 1945 that it had no chance of winning. Moreover, its 

military undertook the war although prominent Japanese civilian political leaders and 

journalists had been publicly stating for a third of a century not only that Japan could not 

defeat the Chinese, Americans, Soviets, and British in a war, but also that in the process of 

confronting these four countries, Japan would make it self poorer and militarily weaker.  It 

depended on the United States and Great Britain, nations that became its World War II 

enemies, as it had when they were its allies in its war against Russia in 1904-5, for capital, 

markets, raw materials, and technology. China in 1937 had a population seven times Japan’s, 

which made the military pacification of a hostile China impossible. Not only did the United 

States have an economy over five times Japan’s in 1938-1939, but it was also the primary 

source of petroleum products and other essential war materials for Japan’s war in China. In 

1938 the United States (57.1 per cent), the United Kingdom and its empire (20.7 per cent), 

and the Dutch empire (8.6 per cent) supplied 86.4 per cent of Japan’s imported war materials. 

Manchuria and Korea, much vaunted by military and civilian wartime planners as the 

industrial base for an autarkic Japan did not come close tomaking up the difference. To give 

two examples: Manchuria and Korea, at the height of their steel production in 1943, produced 

only 10.7 per cent of Japan’s finished steel. This equaled 1 per cent of America’s output. The 

United States in 1934 produced 60% of the world’s oil, Japan 0%, and the Japanese empire 

0.45. The building of Japan’s empire and the war and autarkic wartime economy that grew 

out of it, by cutting Japan off from the United States, made Japan economically and militarily 

weaker, not stronger. 


