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Abstract 

The Myth of Soviet Superiority: Explaining Japanese Strategists’ Preoccupation with 
Soviet Power in East Asia, 1925-1945 

In the early 1930s, some Japanese military strategists displayed a preoccupation with the 
Soviet Union that bordered on obsession. In what has been a well studied phenomenon, 
Japanese senior military officers in the Army Ministry and the General Staff, notably 
Ishiwara Kanji, Araki Sadao and their followers, viewed the Soviet Union as the biggest 
threat to Japan’s imperial expansion on the continent. For Ishiwara in particular, Soviet 
capabilities in the Far East were the chief menace to Japan’s Manchurian enterprise - the 
puppet-kingdom of Manchukuo he himself had helped create by masterminding the 1931 
Manchurian Incident, and which he saw as a matter of Japan’s “life and death.” 

While this preoccupation has been well documented in Japanese (and less well in 
Anglophone) historiography, the Soviet side of things is largely missing from the picture. 
While the USSR’s domestic problems of the period (e.g. collectivization) have been 
researched extensively, these are rarely connected to Moscow’s strategies and plans in the Far 
East vis-a-vis an increasingly confident Japan. On the diplomatic front, the first decade of 
official Soviet-Japanese  relations (1925-1935) saw repeated attempts by the USSR to tie 
Japan to a non-aggression treaty, calls that were largely ignored by Tokyo. The influence of 
strategists such as Araki and Ishiwara, who believed such a treaty would further strengthen 
Stalin’s hand, was behind the unwillingness to sign a non-aggression treaty with the USSR.  

In this presentation I aim to critically investigate the Japanese strategists’ preoccupation with 
the USSR’s influence and potential threat to Japanese interests in Manchuria and greater East 
Asia. While I stop short of questioning the USSR’s significance as a military player in East 
Asia in this period, I argue that the nationalist officers in Japan’s military agencies had clearly 
overestimated the capabilities, intentions and international standing of the Soviet Union. I 
will specifically focus on the thinking of Ishiwara Kanji, Araki Sadao and other officers, 
which I will analyze against the backdrop of Soviet official documents from the period. 
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