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A Study of the Possibility and Limits
of Japan’s Avoiding World War II

—A Review of Leading Prewar Opinion—

Shoichit SUITA

During the Showa era of prewar Japan, what reasons can be
found for the military expansion that ended in Japan’s entry
into World War II? This question remains a decisively impor-
tant one for Japan’s modern history.

In prewar Japan, there was much influential opinion oppos-
ing and seeking to prevent military expansion. In this paper, I
propose to review the opinions of those leading statesmen and
opinion makers who advocated international cooperation in-
stead. Firstly, there was Hara Kei, who showed political in-
sight concerning world political change, the importance of
international competitiveness, and the need to control army
circles. Prime Minister Hamaguchi Osachi, bolstered by a
strong general election win, demonstrated strong leadership
when he succeeded in ratifying the London naval disarmament
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treaty. Kawai Eijiro, a University of Tokyo professor, strongly
criticized the destruction of law and order that occurred dur-
ing the February 26 incident. He proposed a number of impor-
tant political, economic, and social reforms. Finally, Ishibashi
Tanzan asserted that the military rule in Manchuria
(Mongolia) should be abandoned.

Unfortunately none of these policies were adopted. Many
reasons for this can be proposed. Among these we might list
lagging socioeconomic reforms, the weakness of political par-
ties in comparison with military circles, the absence of strong
leadership, and a poor understanding of international politics.

But the most important reason for not adopting these poli-
cies was Japan’s absence of an original foreign policy—one that
did not rely on military power or imitating the pattern of colo-
nization set by Western nations. The failure to adopt such a
policy has implications even now for the future of Japan and
its people.
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