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Credibility and national integrity: selling late imperialism at home 

and in Northeast Asia, 1921-1945
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From the late 1920s until well into the Pacific War, Japan devoted 

increasingly scarce resources to the presentation of its case for expansion in 

Northeast Asia, particularly in Northeast China. Japan took a variety of 

institutional approaches to external challenges and the mobilization of  

support at home. From 1921, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs Information 

Bureau (Gaimushō Jōhōbu) and its successors managed propaganda abroad, 

distributing messages that ranged from notions of national ordainment and 

divine duty to despair over China’s inability to sincerely appreciate Japan’s 

military sacrifices and expenditures. Despite this variety, Japan’s domestic 

and external messages consistently held to a master narrative that told of 

national victimhood at the hands of the Western powers.

      Japan’s Imperial narrative was not without merit and certainly won 

considerable domestic support. The cultures of Japanese imperialism 

seem to have sprang as much from contemporary society as from the official 

mind or the campaigns of the National Spiritual Mobilization Movement (国
民精神総動員運動Kokumin seishin sōdōin undō). A substantial consensus 

among Western settler communities in Japan and China also supported 

Japanese intervention in Northeast China, with some guidance from 

Japanese news agencies at home and abroad. 

However, Japan failed to make a case for the justness of its incursions in 

China or to gain Chinese support for its redeeming mission there. In part, this 

failure lay in the use of slogans that resonated at home but rang hollow to 

Chinese and many among even the most sympathetic Anglophone audiences, 

and failed to turn round international sentiment. Moreover, the weakness of 

Japan’s case lay in fundamental contradictions between the high ground Japan 

claimed in print and the hard ground beneath the feet of the Kwantung army 

and those fleeing before it.


