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The Occupation of Japan GEAE EE TOHA, Rengokoku senryo—ka no Nihon) was a military
occupation of Japan in the years immediately following Japan s defeat in World War II. Led by the
United States with the support of the British Commonwealth and the supervision of the Far Eastern
Commission, the occupation lasted from 1945 to 1952 and involved a total of nearly 1 million Allied
soldiers. The occupation was overseen by American General Douglas MacArthur, who was appointed
Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers by US President Harry Truman; MacArthur was succeeded as
supreme commander by General Matthew Ridgway in 1951. Unlike in the occupation of Germany, the
Soviet Union had little to no influence over the occupation of Japan, declining to participate
because it did not want to place Soviet troops under MacArthur’s direct command.

This foreign presence marks the only time in Japan’ s history that it has been occupied by a foreign
power. However, unlike in Germany the Allies never assumed direct control over Japan’ s civil
administration. In the immediate aftermath of Japan’s military surrender, the country s government
continued to formally operate under the provisions of the Meiji Constitution. Furthermore, at
MacArthur’ s insistence, Emperor Hirohito remained on the imperial throne and was effectively
granted full immunity from prosecution for war crimes after he agreed to replace the wartime
cabinet with a ministry acceptable to the Allies and committed to implementing the terms of the
Potsdam Declaration, which among other things called for the country to become a parliamentary
democracy. Under MacArthur’ s guidance, the Japanese government introduced sweeping social reforms
and implemented economic reforms that recalled American “New Deal” priorities of the 1930s under
President Roosevelt. In 1947, a sweeping amendment to the Meiji Constitution was passed which
effectively repealed it in its entirety and replaced it with a new, American—-written constitution,
and the emperor’ s theoretically vast powers, which for many centuries had been constrained only by
conventions that had evolved over time, became strictly limited by law. Article 9 of the
constitution explicitly forbade Japan from maintaining a military or pursuing war as a means to
settle international disputes

The occupation officially ended with coming into force of the San Francisco Peace Treaty, signed on
September 8, 1951, and effective from April 28, 1952, after which the U.S. military ceased any
direct involvement in the country s civil administration thus effectively restoring full
sovereignty to Japan with the exception of the Ryukyu Islands. The simultaneous implementation of
the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty allowed tens of thousands of American soldiers to remain based in
Japan indefinitely, albeit at the invitation of the Japanese government and not as an occupation
force.

The occupation of Japan can be usefully divided into three phases: the initial effort to punish and
reform Japan; the so—called "Reverse Course” in which the focus shifted to suppressing dissent and
reviving the Japanese economy to support the U.S. in the Cold War; and the final establishment of a
formal peace treaty and enduring military alliance.

American planning for a post—war occupation of Japan began as early as February 1942, when
President Franklin Roosevelt established an Advisory Committee on Postwar Foreign Policy to advise
him on the postwar reconstruction of Germany, Italy, and Japan. On matters related to Japan, this
committee was later succeeded by the smaller Inter-Departmental Area Committee on the Far East
(IDAFE), which met 234 times between fall 1942 and summer 1945 and had frequent discussions with
the President.

During the war, the Allied Powers had planned to divide Japan amongst themselves for the purposes
of occupation, as was done for the occupation of Germany. Under the final plan, however, Supreme
Commander for the Allied Powers (SCAP) was to be given direct control over the main islands of
Japan (Honshu, Hokkaido, Shikoku, and Kyushu) and the immediately surrounding islands, while
outlying possessions were divided between the Allied Powers as follows:



Soviet Union: Northern Korea, South Sakhalin, and the Kuril Islands

United States: Southern Korea, Okinawa, the Amami Islands, the Ogasawara Islands and Japanese
possessions in Micronesia

China: Taiwan and Penghu

In early August 1945, with Japan’s surrender seeming probable, the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff
recommended to President Truman that Pacific Theatre Commander General Douglas MacArthur be named
Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers (SCAP) to oversee the surrender and occupation of

Japan. Truman agreed, and MacArthur asked his staff in Manila to begin making concrete preparations
for the occupation of Japan.

In a bid to occupy as much Japanese territory as possible, Soviet troops continued offensive
military operations even after the Japanese surrender, causing large—scale civilian casualties. Such
operations included final battles on the Kuril Islands and South Sakhalin well past the end of
August in 1945. In the end, despite its initial hopes, the Soviet Union did not manage to occupy
any part of the Japanese home islands, partly due to significant US opposition, Stalin’s
unwillingness to place Soviet troops under MacArthur’ s direct command, and Stalin’s greater
interest in establishing Soviet communist influence in Europe rather than in Asia.

Following the dropping of atomic bombs and the entry of the Soviet Union into the war against
Japan, the Japanese Empire surrendered to the Allies on August 15, 1945, with the Japanese
government notifying the Allies that it would accept the Potsdam Declaration. At noon that same
day, Emperor Hirohito announced Japan' s unconditional surrender to the Japanese people in a
nationwide radio broadcast

Japanese officials left for Manila on August 19 to meet MacArthur and to discuss surrender terms.
On August 28, 1945, a week before the official surrender ceremony, one hundred fifty US personnel
flew to Atsugi, Kanagawa Prefecture. They were followed by the USS Missouri, whose accompanying
vessels landed the 4th Marine Regiment on the southern coast of Kanagawa. The 11th Airborne
Division was airlifted from Okinawa to Atsugi Airdrome, 50 kilometres (30 mi) from Tokyo. Other
Allied personnel followed.

MacArthur arrived in Tokyo on August 30 and immediately decreed several laws. No Allied personnel
were to assault Japanese people or eat the scarce Japanese food. Flying the Hinomaru (sun disc)
flag was initially severely restricted (although individuals and prefectural offices could apply
for permission to fly it); this restriction was partially lifted in 1948 and completely lifted the
following year.

On September 2, 1945, Japan formally surrendered with the signing of the Japanese Instrument of
Surrender. On September 6, US President Truman approved a document titled “US Tnitial Post—
Surrender Policy for Japan”. The document set two main objectives for the occupation: eliminating
Japan’ s war potential and turning Japan into a democratic nation with pro-United Nations
orientation.

By the end of 1945, around 430, 000 American soldiers were stationed throughout Japan.Of the main
Japanese islands, Kyasht was occupied by the 24th Infantry Division, with some responsibility for
Shikoku. Honshu was occupied by the First Cavalry Division and Sixth Army. Hokkaido was occupied by
the 11th Airborne Division. By the beginning of 1946, replacement troops began to arrive in the
country in large numbers and were assigned to MacArthur’ s Eighth Army, headquartered in Tokyo s
Dai—Ichi building. In total, including rotations of replacement troops throughout the seven years,
nearly 1 million American soldiers would serve in the Occupation, in addition to thousands of
civilian contractors and tens of thousands of dependents.

The American forces were supplemented by around 40, 000 troops from the British Commonwealth. The
official British Commonwealth Occupation Force (BCOF), composed of Australian, British, Indian and
New Zealand personnel, did not begin deployment to Japan until February 21, 1946. While US forces
were responsible for the overall occupation, BCOF was responsible for supervising demilitarization
and the disposal of Japan's war industries.BCOF was also responsible for occupation of several
western prefectures and had its headquarters at Kure. At its peak, the force numbered about 40, 000
personnel. During 1947, BCOF began to decrease its activities in Japan, and officially wound up in
1951.

The Far Eastern Commission and Allied Council for Japan were also established to supervise the
occupation of Japan. The establishment of a multilateral Allied council for Japan was proposed by
the Soviet government as early as September 1945, and was supported partially by the British,
French and Chinese governments



The initial phase of the Occupation focused on punishing Japan for having made war on the Allies,
and undertook a thorough reformation of Japanese society to ensure that Japan would never again be
a threat to world peace.Reforms targeted all major sectors of Japanese society, government, and
economy. Historians have emphasized similarities to the American New Deal programs of the

1930s. Moore and Robinson note that, “New Deal liberalism seemed natural, even to conservative
Republicans such as MacArthur and Whitney.”

However, before reforms could be undertaken, MacArthur’ s first priority was to set up a food
distribution network. Following the collapse of the ruling government and the wholesale destruction
of most major cities, virtually the entire Japanese populace was starving. The air raids on Japan’s
urban centers left millions displaced, and food shortages (created by bad harvests and the demands
of the war) worsened when the seizure of foodstuffs from Korea, Taiwan, and China

ceased. Repatriation of Japanese people living in other parts of Asia and hundreds of thousands of
demobilized prisoners of war only aggravated the hunger problem in Japan, as these people put more
strain on already scarce resources. Around 5.1 million Japanese returned to Japan in the fifteen
months following October 1, 1945, and another million returned in 1947.As expressed by Kazuo Kawai,
“Democracy cannot be taught to a starving people”. Initially, the US government provided emergency
food relief through Government Aid and Relief in Occupied Areas (GARIOA) funds. In fiscal year
1946, this aid amounted to US$92 million in loans. From April 1946, under the guise of Licensed
Agencies for Relief in Asia, private relief organizations were also permitted to provide relief.
Even with these measures, millions of people were still on the brink of starvation for several
years after the surrender.

Once the food network was in place, MacArthur set out to win the support of Hirohito. The two men
met for the first time on September 27; the photograph of the two together is one of the most
famous in Japanese history. Some were shocked that MacArthur wore his standard duty uniform with no
tie, instead of his dress uniform, when meeting the emperor. The difference in height between the
towering MacArthur and the diminutive Hirohito also impressed upon Japanese citizens who was in
charge now. With the cooperation of Japan’s reigning monarch, MacArthur had the political ammunition
he needed to begin the real work of the occupation. While other Allied political and military
leaders pushed for Hirohito to be tried as a war criminal, MacArthur resisted such calls, arguing
that any such prosecution would be overwhelmingly unpopular with the Japanese people. He also
rejected calls for abdication, promoted by some members of the imperial family such as Prince
Mikasa and Prince Higashikuni and demands of intellectuals like Tatsuji Miyoshi.

Japanese soldiers were rapidly disarmed and demobilized en masse. On September 15, 1945, the
Japanese Imperial Headquarters was dissolved. By December, all Japanese military forces in the
Japanese home islands were fully disbanded. Occupation forces also exploded or dumped into the sea
over 2 million tons of unused munitions and other war materiel.

The issuing of the Removal of Restrictions on Political, Civil, and Religious Liberties directive
by SCAP on October 4, 1945, led to the abolition of the Peace Preservation Law and the release of
all political prisoners. Japanese communists were released from jail, and the Japan Communist Party
was granted legal status.

On December 15, 1945, the Shinto Directive was issued, abolishing Shinto as a state religion and
prohibiting some of its teachings and rites that were deemed to be militaristic or ultra-—
nationalistic.

On December 22, 1945, at SCAP’s direction, the Diet passed Japan’s first ever trade union law
protecting the rights of workers to form or join a union, to organize, and take industrial action.
There had been pre-war attempts to do so, but none that were successfully passed until the Allied
occupation. A new Trade Union Law was passed on June 1, 1949, which remains in place to the present
day. According to Article 1 of the Act, the purpose of the act is to “elevate the status of workers
by promoting their being on equal standing with the employer”

In January 1946, SCAP issued directives calling for the purge of wartime officials from public
offices. Individuals targeted in the purge included accused war criminals, military officers,
leaders of ultranationalist societies, leaders in the Imperial Rule Assistance Association,
business leaders involved in Japanese overseas economic expansion, governors of former Japanese
colonies, and national leaders involved in the decisions leading Japan into war.Ultimately, SCAP
screened a total of 717,415 possible purgees, and wound up excluding 201, 815 of them from holding
public office.However, as part of the “Reverse Course” in Occupation policy, most of the purgees
would be de—purged and allowed to return to public life by 1951.

In September 1945, at SCAP’s urging, the Japanese government agreed to lower the voting age and



extend the voting franchise to women in future elections.On April 10, 1946, an election with 78.52%
voter turnout among men and 66.97% among women was held, giving Japan its first prime minister
partially elected by women, Shigeru Yoshida.





