The Rise and Fall of

 IMPERIAL JAPAN
In the middle of the 19th Century Japan was still under the military government of samurai warriors who owed complete obedience to the Shogun. The Shogun received his title from the Emperor, but the Emperor himself had no power. For the past 250 years Japan had isolated itself from the outside world. 

In the meantime Britain, France and Russia had built their empires and were now trading in what we call the Far East  - countries such as China and Korea. They were strong enough to force the Chinese to sell them what they wanted and to let them build their own trading ports on Chinese territory. The Americans also were sailing across the Pacific Ocean to trade with China. 

When the Japanese realised how powerful these countries were they decided they had to modernise their industry and armed forces as fast as possible. In 1868 the Shogun's government was overthrown and the new government started to build a modern army and navy, and introduced factory production, railways, telegraph communication and a new education system. 

Modern industry needed raw materials such as coal and iron, but the Japanese did not have enough of these in their country and looked to Korea and Manchuria for these materials. They wanted to be sure of having a reliable supply and this took them into two wars. In 1895 they defeated the Chinese and got control of Korea. In 1905 they defeated the Russians, fighting to get control of Port Arthur and the South Manchurian railway. In 1910 the Japanese annexed Korea - this means that they made it part of Japan. 

In 1914 Japan joined Britain, France and Russia in the war against Germany. This gave her a reason to seize from Germany the Mariana, Marshall and Caroline islands in the western Pacific. 

During the 1920s there was a balance of power between Japan and the western countries of Britain, France and America. Peace allowed trade to grow. The Japanese felt that the quality of their lives was improving. 

Then suddenly in 1929 everything changed. There was a crash in the price of shares on the Wall Street stock exchange in New York. Suddenly people in America realised that they had less money that they thought they had and stopped buying goods from other parts of the world. Japan was hit very badly and millions of people lost their jobs. The Japanese army thought they had the answer.

In 1931 the Japanese army, claiming (falsely) that the railway in Manchuria had been damaged, decided to occupy the whole of Manchuria. The Japanese government supported what the army had done. Manchuria was seen as extra living space for poor Japanese. 

In 1937 the Japanese invaded the rest of China. They made rapid progress and planned to take over the whole of South East Asia. This would give them a constant supply of oil and rubber. In 1941 they started to move into Indo- China. From here they could threaten the colonies of the Western nations -the Dutch in the East Indies, the British in Burma and Malaya and the Americans in the Philippines. In response, the British, Dutch and Americans stopped trading with Japan. This was serious because Japan had bought 60% of its oil from America in 1940. 

On 7 December 1941 the Japanese attacked the American fleet in Pearl Harbour without warning. They thought that this would give them time to tighten their grip on South East Asia before the Americans could fight back and indeed they went on to occupy the Philippines, the Dutch East Indies, Indo-China and advance into Burma. 

However, they underestimated the fighting power that the Americans had available. From 1942 through to 1945 the Americans slowly and at great human cost on both sides pushed the Japanese back and destroyed their navy and airforce. By early 1945 the Americans had control of the air above Japan and were firebombing Japanese cities - in Tokyo 130,000 people were killed in one night's bombing. When the Japanese did not agree to surrender the Americans dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Faced by this overwhelming force and a declaration of war by the Russians, the Japanese surrendered to the Americans on the 15 August.

