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Lecture 8 Ð Lecture Notes - The International Consequences 

of the Second World War in East Asia - History of 
International Politics (East Asia focus) 

 
 
Course Leader:  Dr. Senan Fox 
Telephone number:     264 -5764 
Email Address: senanfox@staff.kanazawa-u.ac.jp  
Room: Room 309 (General Education Hall - GEH)  
Consultation Times: Please email Senan Fox in advance if you wish to meet to discuss 
your work and studies.  
 
NOTE: The following lecture notes are largely based on the class textbook Ð Warren 
Cohen (2000), ÔEast Asia at the Center Ð Four Thousand Years of Engagement with 
the WorldÕ, New York: Columbia University Press. 
 

 
Lecture Title:  The International Consequences of the Second World 

War in East Asia 
 
 
The Cold War in East Asia 
 
By September 1945, defeated Japan was in ruins and the United States was the 
predominant outside power in East Asia and over the waters of the Pacific Ocean. 
When the war officially ended on September 2nd 1945 with JapanÕs formal surrender 
onboard the USS Missouri in Tokyo Bay, the European powers who had once 
dominated the region had been severely weakened by the war. The peoples whom 
they had once dominated had also used the war years to first mobilize against the 
Japanese, and then later the Europeans who sought to regain their colonies. In some 
cases, the Japanese authorities also provided former European colonies such as 
Cambodia and Vietnam with nominal independence via puppet regimes loyal to 
Japan.  As such, by late 1945, former colonies in East Asia had witnessed the 
expulsion of their white colonial masters by a non-white and Asian power, Japan, and 
had tasted freedom in the weeks and months after JapanÕs defeat. In this weekÕs 
class, one of the issues that we will discuss is the struggle between the European 
imperial powers (Great Britain, France, and the Netherlands) and the colonies, which 
the Europeans wished to regain (for example Indonesia, Malaysia, and Vietnam). We 
will also see how these struggles got caught up in the wider battle between communist 
and non-communist forces, the so-called Cold War (1945-1991). 
 
 
The American historian and writer, Gar Alperovitz, once said that the atomic bomb 
that was dropped on Hiroshima on August 6th 1945 was the first shot of the Cold War 
(see Cohen, 2001:370). Alperovitz was referring to the American understanding that 
once the war with Japan had ended, the greatest threat to the US and its interests 
would be the Soviet Union and the spread of communism. This related to the 
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controversial argument that a key objective of the atomic bombings was not only 
JapanÕs defeat but also to serve as a warning to the Soviets, under the leadership of 
Joseph Stalin, not to challenge American power in Asia after 1945.   
 
During the Second World War, and particularly in the months before the war ended, 
the Allied powers (the USA, the UK, the USSR, China, and France) signed treaties 
and made agreements for the purposes of shaping the post-war world and if possible 
ensuring peace. In particular, the Yalta Conference (February 1945) and the 
Potsdam Conference (July 1945) had a major influence on East Asia affairs. The task 
of stabilizing and rebuilding East Asia however was all the more difficult due to the 
major changes that had taken place in the region since the 1930s. For one, the former 
European colonial powers were left battered and weakened by the war. Their 
attempts to regain control of colonial territories temporarily lost during the Second 
World War were hampered as a result. The global balance of power had also been 
significantly altered with the non-communist US and the communist USSR emerging 
as the worldÕs two leading and competing superpowers. East Asia was, after 1945, a 
type of ideological battleground where the communist bloc and the non-communist 
bloc fought each other, often via proxy wars, most notably in places like Korea and 
Vietnam. The ÔCold WarÕ struggle for influence, power, and the maintenance of their 
political, economic, and strategic interests would be the defining feature of 
international relations from the warÕs end in 1945 until the fall of the Berlin Wall  in 
1989 and the collapse of the USSR in 1991.  
 
After Nazi Germany was defeated in May 1945, the United States and its non-
communist allies were eager to end the war in Asia as soon as possible before the 
communist USSR could establish a strong and permanent military and political 
presence in the region. Washington however still needed MoscowÕs help in creating a 
second front along the USSR’s eastern border in order to weaken JapanÕs ability to 
continue fighting and thus force Tokyo to surrender.  One of the agreements made 
during the Potsdam Conference in July 1945 was that the Soviet Union would 
formally declare war against Japan (in violation of the Japan-Soviet Non-Aggression 
Pact of April 1941) within three months of the end of the Second World War in 
Europe (May 8th 1945). On August 8th 1945, Stalin and the Soviets honored their 
pledge and then sent hundreds of thousands of its soldiers across the border into 
Manchuria where they wrecked havoc upon the Japanese forces within the area. 
Moscow also used the offensive to defend its interests in Manchuria and to recover 
territories lost by Imperial Russia (1721 to 1917) to Japan as a result of the Russo-
Japanese War (1904 Ð 1905). Soviet forces also succeeded in advancing further east 
and liberating most of the Korean Peninsula from Japanese occupation.  The Soviets 
also crossed the 38th parallel, or the agreed dividing line, between the USSR and US 
controlled occupation zones in Korea. This division of Korea was supposed to be 
only a temporary arrangement until the major powers could reach a consensus on the 
type of national Korean government that would run the country. Moscow honored its 
agreements with the US, which were made at the Potsdam Conference to withdraw its 
armies north of the 38th parallel after the American military arrived on the peninsula 
on September 8th 1945. The Korean political elite, who had suffered for decades under 
Japanese occupation, was horrified to learn that their country was to be partitioned 
into zones of occupation. They grew concerned that the assurance given in the Cairo 
Declaration (signed in November 1943) in which the Allied powers agreed to support 
the creation of a free and independent Korea would fall victim to  the intensifying 
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post-war ideological struggle between the Americans and the Soviets.  
 
The short-lived ÔPeopleÕs Republic of KoreaÕ, which was led by Yo Un-hyoung, 
was a provisional government, which tried to maintain KoreaÕs unity, and where 
possible, to create a new Korea that could survive independently of US or Soviet 
interference. Yo however was ignored by both powers, and his objectives failed. 
Korean exiles based in Chongqing in China had also attempted to form a provisional 
government for Korea. This endeavor however was also brushed aside by the Soviets 
and the Americans who focused on a plan to place the peninsula under the 
trusteeship of the newly established United Nations.  The political vacuum created 
by the lack of a strong and unified government for all of Korea was exploited by 
right-wingers below the 38th parallel (in the south) and by communists above the 38th 
parallel (in the north). Communists appealed to Moscow and non-communists 
appealed to Washington for financial aid and other forms of support. As Cohen notes, 
ÔIncreasingly, in the months following JapanÕs surrender, the Soviet Union and the 
United States perceived each other as potential adversaries, with enormous 
ramifications for the peoples of East Asia. Koreans and Chinese began to look to one 
or another of those great powers to achieve their own political ends, linking their own 
civil strife to the growing enmity between the Americans and the Soviets. Questions of 
freedom, independence, and power for the peoples of the region became enmeshed in 
the emerging Cold War. Not even the states of Southeast Asia, long subject to other 
masters, could avoid these new shadowsÕ (Cohen, 2000: 362).  
 
 
Decolonization in Southeast Asia 
 
When World War Two ended in September 1945, WashingtonÕs priority lay not with 
the relatively weaker states of Southeast Asia but rather China and then Japan. The 
weak condition of the European powers also provided the US with a unique 
opportunity to cultivate its business interests in the region, particularly in the huge 
Chinese marketplace. With Japan, the number one concern was removing any 
possibility that militarists might try to regain control of the country and to lead Japan 
to war again. The occupation of Japan from 1945 until 1952 therefore, initially set out 
to fulfill two goals Ð to demilitariz e and to democratize the country. To the 
frustration  of colonial European powers such as Great Britain, France, and the 
Netherlands, the worldÕs new global leaders, the post-war democratic US and the 
communist USSR both shared a determined and initially idealistic commitment to 
ending imperialism around the world. This shared view complemented the core tenets 
of both democracy and communism. Washington and Moscow regarded themselves as 
standard-bearers for these political ideologies, but both disagreed on the methods 
needed to end imperialism. Indeed, throughout the Cold War, there was ample 
evidence of the Americans and the Soviets sacrificing their ideological principles 
whenever they clashed with the more important goal of defeating their Cold War 
enemies. The US support for colonial French in Vietnam before 1954 was a classic 
example of the selective embrace of democracy and anti-imperialism. World War Two 
had dealt a blow to the prestige and honor of EuropeÕs colonial powers, despite the 
fact that they were on the winning side at the warÕs end. Feeling like junior players 
when compared to the USSR and the USA, the British, the French, and the Dutch, all 
resolved to restore their status as major powers and to reclaim valuable interests by 
retaking the East Asian colonies that they had been dislodged from by the Japanese in 
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the 1942 to 1945 period. With the Americans and the British, political disagreements 
over the question of UK colonies were tempered by the death of President Roosevelt 
(an ardent anti-imperialist) in April 1945, and the election of a left-wing anti-
imperialist Labour  government in the UK in July 1945. Despite this, at the war end in 
September 1945, the European powers remained committed to retaking their colonial 
possessions in areas such as French Indochina (including Vietnam, Cambodia, and 
Laos), the Dutch East Indies (Indonesia), and British Malaya (the Malay Peninsula 
and Singapore Ð a large part of modern Malaysia). For the French, a major 
consideration was the restoration of French honor and imperial glory after a 
humiliating defeat and then occupation by Nazi Germany during World War Two. 
They were also pressured into action by powerful French elites with interests in 
Indochina. Consideration for the negative domino effect of an independent Indochina 
on the French Empire in Africa, particularly North Africa, was another key element in 
ParisÕ determination to retake Indochina. The task of regaining these territories 
however would be much more difficult than expected and would soon become 
entangled in the wider struggle between communist and non-communist forces. 
Much had changed since the 1930s, and recently liberated countries such as Vietnam 
were unwilling to give up their hard-won freedom without a fight. In Indonesia (led 
by Sukarno who had collaborated with the Japanese) and in Vietnam (led by Ho Chi 
Minh  who had fought against the Japanese) for example, nationalists and communists 
who had played a central role in the liberation of their countries declared their 
independence from their former colonial masters.   
 
After 1945, the British imagined that they could return to their former colonies in 
Malaya and Burma as if nothing had changed in the past four years, and as if 
nationalist pro-liberation groups had not developed in those territories. In the Dutch 
East Indies (Indonesia) the Netherlands dispatched government officials to enforce 
Dutch law. They even went as far as using captured Japanese soldiers to help 
reassert HollandÕs power in the urban centers that had been seized by Sukarno and 
his pro-independence forces.  In southern Vietnam, the French ignored Viet Minh 
officials (members of a popularly supported communist and pro-independence 
organization) and put French government officials in their place. As Cohen contends, 
Ôthe determination of the Europeans to restore the status quo ante underestimated the 
determination of the nationalist leaders to maintain their independenceÕ (Cohen, 
2001: 363). In the years immediately after 1945, the British started to reluctantly 
concede that maintaining its extensive empire in an age of anti-imperialism and anti-
communism was not financially, militarily, or ideologically feasible. With 
communism spreading throughout the world, it became more difficult to defend the 
continued holding of colonies by foreign powers against the expressed wishes of their 
inhabitants. In contrast to the Dutch and the French, the British appeared to gradually 
accept their new role as junior partner to the United States. 
 
 
Burma 
 
Following a campaign by nationalists in Burma, who were led by Aung San (the 
father of Aung San Suu Kyii), the left-wing Labour Party-controlled government 
initiated the first steps towards Burmese independence in January 1947. By 1947, the 
British had also already decided that India, Ôthe jewel in the [British] crownÕ would be 
permitted to become an independent nation. After that, holding on to Burma was 
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deemed unnecessary and impractical. The Burmese independence leader Aung San 
was assassinated by his political rivals in July 1947 but his death did not interfere 
with the countryÕs path to freedom. On January 4th 1948, Burma officially became an 
independent state. Unfortunately for the Burmese people, the years after 1948 were 
ones marked by communist and separatist-led domestic political violence, as well as 
self-imposed isolation from the outside world.  
 
 
Malaysia 
 
The British withdrawal  from Malaya was a much more complicated affair due 
primarily to ethnic tensions between the native Malay (about 50% of the total 
population) and the Chinese Malay (about 40% of the total population) communities 
in the region. Before the Japanese occupation of Malaya from 1942 to 1945, there was 
not a strong sense of national identity amongst the native Malays. During the war 
however the Japanese army and administrators influenced and encouraged anti-
Chinese sentiments within the Malay community. Anti-Indian sentiment (Indians 
made up about 10% of the population) also increased in this period. As a result of this 
ethnically centered nationalistic fervor , the Malays developed a stronger sense of 
national identity. This sentiment was clearly illustrated in the pro-independence 
slogan ÔMalaya for the Malays.Õ The UK government proposed creating a new multi -
ethnic state consisting of a number of traditional geographical units. This proposal 
however was rejected by the Malay majority . The Malays feared that such a change 
to undermine the power of traditional Malay rulers and grant too much power to the 
large Chinese minority . Singapore, a geographically Malay city with a large Chinese 
majority was also separated from the future ÔFederation of MalayaÕ, which was 
created in February 1948. The British also guaranteed that the majority Malays would 
be given special status under the law in the new state. 1948 however also witnessed 
the outbreak of a major communist-led revolt (see the Malayan Emergency from 
1948 to 1960), involving mostly Chinese Malay rebels. The insurrection was 
contained within eighteen months but communist fighters continued to threaten the 
stability of the new state until 1960 when they were defeated. Indeed the fight against 
communist forces within Malaysia would continue at different levels of intensity until 
the Cold War ended in the late 1980s. A combination of a Moscow-supported strategy 
of extending communism into South-east Asia as well as genuine grievances amongst 
the local Chinese Malay community about the make-up of the new nation and anti-
Chinese legislation appear to have been the primary motivations for the rebellion. 
The instability caused by the revolt meant that it was not until 1957 that Malaya 
became an independent state. It later became Malaysia in 1963. In 1959, Singapore 
became a self-governing city-state. 
 
 
Indonesia 
 
Unlike the British, the Dutch stubbornly refused to acknowledge the winds of change 
in East Asia. They were unwilling  to relinquish control of the Dutch East Indies 
(Indonesia). This refusal was largely due to psychological and economic reasons. 
Having been invaded, occupied, and humiliated by Nazi Germany during the Second 
World War in Europe (1939-1945), the Dutch were eager to restore their traditional 
prestige and status as a colonial and imperial power. The Dutch East Indies were also 



 6 

of major economic importance to the well-being of HollandÕs economy. At the end of 
World War Two, the British had encouraged talks between Indonesian nationalists (led 
by Sukarno) and the Dutch government for the purposes of finding a middle ground 
between the two groups.  The Netherlands lacked the means both financially and 
militarily necessary to crush the Indonesian independence movement that had 
developed during the war years. In November 1946, the Dutch and the Indonesians 
held talks, which resulted in Holland accepting de facto Indonesian control over the 
two largest islands in the Indonesian archipelago, Java and Sumatra. In July 1947 
however, the Dutch had second thoughts about the earlier agreement and commenced 
a full -scale attack on Sukarno and his forces. The Indonesians had no option but to 
retreat into the countryside and to continue their resistance to Dutch rule from there. 
In response, the newly formed United Nations (UN) and its United Nations Security 
Council (UNSC) demanded a cease-fire . The request was accepted but fighting and 
skirmishes between the old colonial masters and the Indonesians persisted for another 
two years (see the Indonesian National Revolution from 1945 to 1949). Sukarno 
and his supporters expected Washington to support them in their struggle against 
imperialism and colonialism. The United States however remained non-committal. 
AmericaÕs priorities lay in rebuilding post-war Europe and maintaining positive ties 
with the Dutch government in Holland. The USSR tried to leave its own mark on the 
post-war Indonesia by dispatching a Moscow-trained Indonesian communist to the 
region to instigate a communist uprising in September 1948. This attempt failed 
however following a decisive and successful Sukarno-led campaign to crush it.  The 
interference of the USSR and the display of SukarnoÕs strong anti-communist 
credentials both alerted and impressed the United States. In December 1948, Holland 
once again tried to reassert its power over Indonesia and succeeded in capturing 
Sukarno and most of his regimeÕs senior leaders. On this occasion however, the 
Americans rallied to support Sukarno by using its influence within the UN to draft  
motions requesting an end to hostilities, the release of Sukarno and the Indonesian 
government, and crucially, the transfer of sovereignty to Indonesia no later than July 
5th 1950. The Dutch, feeling diplomatically isolated and conscious of the wider war 
against communism in Europe and around the world, relented, and later recognized 
Indonesian independence. The United States of Indonesia were officially proclaimed 
and internationally recognized in December 1949.  
 
 
Vietnam 
 
French intransigence over Indochina (including Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos) 
resulted in a much more brutal and protracted conflict with tragic results for the 
people of the region. Even before the Second World War had ended, the French 
wartime leader Charles de Gaulle had stated that (in January 1944) that Indochina 
would not be permitted to become independent. He did suggest however that the 
colony would be able to enjoy a higher level of political autonomy within the French 
Empire. The French, though weakened by the world war, had considerably more 
resources and personnel than the Dutch and were determined to keep their global 
empire together at all costs. From the US perspective, despite earlier positive 
relations between the communist Vietnamese forces and Washington, there was a 
strong belief, particularly within the US military, that French control of Vietnam 
would be better for American strategic interests than communist control of the 
country. The Vietnamese leader Ho Chi Minh had also been educated in Moscow, and 
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the US feared the allegiances that he might make and the strategies that he could 
adopt for possible communist expansion in South-east Asia. An initial American 
commitment to end imperialism after the Second World War thus gradually became 
less important than the greater perceived threat posed by communism. Ho and his 
forces thus could not count on American assistance. As Cohen observes, ÔIn 
Indochina, where the leading nationalist was also the leading communist [Ho Chi 
Minh], the Americans first muted their criticism of French imperialism, then 
supported it, and ultimately replaced itÕ (Cohen, 2001: 368). The nationalist-led KMT 
Chinese government, who were at that time engaged in the final stage of a bitter civil 
war with MaoÕs communists (1946-1950), also viewed Ho and his forces as a threat 
and an ideological enemy. Chiang Kai-shek also signed a treaty with Paris, and agreed 
to the French re-occupation of Vietnam after World War Two. The situation therefore 
appeared at first favorable to the French as they planned their return to ruling French 
Indochina. Major French forces gradually began to reoccupy Vietnam in the months 
after World War Two. By March 1946, they had formally commenced their re-taking 
of the country. By the end of 1946, the French had ousted the Viet Minh communists 
from their positions of power, and had re-occupied and controlled most of the country. 
In the other former Indochina territories, Cambodia and Laos, the French negotiated 
an agreement with the rulers of those countries whereby the Cambodians and the 
Laotians would receive greater autonomy in return for the agreed presence and 
supervision of a French governor in their respective countries. Diplomatically and 
politically isolated, Ho Chi Minh had accepted an agreement in March 1946 in which 
France seemed to recognize Vietnam as a sovereign state in return for Vietnam 
becoming a member nation of an Indochinese federation that would remain a part of 
the French Empire. Following this vague understanding, the Viet Minh permitted 
French soldiers to be stationed in Hanoi in northern Vietnam. Under an agreement 
drafted by the major Allied powers, nationalist KMT Chinese troops had temporarily 
occupied the area immediately after the war to fill the power vacuum left by JapanÕs 
defeat. The British army had held control of southern Vietnam in preparation for 
FranceÕs later return.  
 
Within a matter of months after March 1946 however, the Vietnamese realized that 
the French were planning to try and completely re-control the country as colonial 
masters. This was unacceptable to the recently liberated Vietnamese. By the end of 
1946, the French and the Vietnamese were engaged in a full-scale colonial conflict 
(see the First Indochina War from December 1946 to August 1954).  One of the 
tragedies of VietnamÕs legitimate call for independence was that it was caught up in 
the worsening global struggle between communist and non-communist forces. As the 
war against France raged on, the French installed a puppet regime in the southern city 
of Saigon (VietnamÕs largest city) under the former Vietnamese emperor Bao Dai, in 
1949 (see the State of Vietnam (centered in South Vietnam) from 1949 to 1955). In 
geopolitical terms, by this stage, Chiang Kai-shekÕs nationalists had been defeated in 
the Chinese civil war, and the PeopleÕs Republic of China (the PRC) had been 
declared by Mao Zedong (in 1949). The Chinese communists could now dedicate 
more time to send aid and assistance to the Vietnamese communists fighting the 
French south of ChinaÕs border.  
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The Philippines 
 
In comparison to Burma, Indonesia, Malaysia, and Vietnam, the Philippines had 
arguably the smoothest transition from colony to sovereign state. The US-controlled 
territory had been assured by Washington that it would be granted its independence in 
1946. The Americans honored their promise, and on July 4th 1946, the Republic of the 
Philippines (the ROP) was officially established. Though officially independent, the 
Philippines was in reality a quasi-colony due to its helpless economic situation after 
World War Two, and its dependence upon Washington for continued funding and 
mili tary protection. The US also appreciated the benefit of the countryÕs location on 
the Western Pacific. Under ninety-nine year lease agreements, the American kept a 
strong military presence in the Philippines via bases such as Subic Bay Naval base 
and the Clark Air Force base. This presence helped the United States to maintain a 
dominant position in the waters of the Western Pacific for the entirety of the Cold 
War. The US government was also able to exploit ManilaÕs weak negotiating position 
by demanding that the Filipinos permitted the Americans to use and exploit ROP 
natural resources on an equal basis with the Philippine government. As Cohen 
observes, ÔIf the concept of neo-colonialism ever had any substance, the relationship 
between the Philippines and the United States might have provided a model. For the 
Filipino oligarchy, that relationship may well have been essential to survival. Without 
American military assistance, the Filipino elite would not likely have been able to 
contain and ultimately defeat the Communist-led Huk rebellion (see the Hukbalahap 
Rebellion from 1946 to 1954).  In the Philippines, the US got the best of both worlds 
Ð reduced responsibilities for Washington by giving the Filipinos their freedom to 
govern but the benefit of economic and strategic gains that strengthen the USÕ power 
in the region.Õ  
 
 
Thailand 
 
Siam (Thailand) had nominally remained independent during the years of European 
domination in East Asia. In reality, it was a client state dependent on the protection 
of the British. During the Second World War, the country was occupied by Japan 
(from 1941 to 1945). The Thai government was persuaded by the Japanese to declare 
war on the British and the Americans in 1942 but later joined the fight against the 
Japanese after 1944. Following the war, it was the United States and not Great Britain 
that would became the major power that protected Thailand. As a result of the 
communist threat and the numerous communist-led rebellions that engulfed South-
east Asia, the Thai leadership welcomed American assistance and protection with 
open arms. Thailand therefore voluntarily became a US quasi-protectorate for most 
of the Cold War.  
 
 
The US occupation of Japan (1945 Ð 1952) 
 
 
Sweeping US victories against Japan in the Pacific Ocean, and the location of US 
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forces helped to ensure that Washington would have an unchallenged role in 
occupying and shaping the new post-war Japan. In a region ravaged by communist 
insurrection and instability, Japan was a success story for American foreign policy. 
The Japanese people, tired and exhausted after years of war and death, welcomed the 
American promotion of democracy and pacifism with open arms. The priority for 
Washington in the early years of the occupation was to purge the Japanese 
government of militarists, to punish war criminals, to return territories previously 
occupied by Japan, and to prevent Japan from ever becoming a threat to peace and 
stability in East Asia again. Having been enemies since the late 1930s, the Japanese 
and Americans went on to form one of the closest alliances of the Cold War. This is 
not to say that the occupation was always smooth and carefree. In JapanÕs long 
history, it had always enjoyed independence and sovereignty. Even in the 1850s, the 
foreign encroachments into Japan were humiliating but limited to certain areas. The 
post-1945 US occupation of Japan was a comprehensive nationwide occupation 
involving the presence of thousands of US troops and personnel on Japanese soil. For 
many, there was a widespread fear that the Americans might exact revenge upon the 
Japanese people for the pain and hurt caused by the Japanese military during the war. 
In general however, the US forces in Japan behaved with respect towards their former 
enemy. Control of Japan after 1945 was formally granted to a Far Eastern 
Commission (made up of initially eleven then later thirteen states) and the Allied 
Council for Japan (consisting of four major powers - the US, the USSR, Great 
Britain, and China). In reality however, the US government and military, under 
General Douglas McArthur  (Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers 
(SCAP)) were the only power in direct control of Japan during the occupation (from 
1945 to 1952). No major decision could be made in that period without first 
consulting with and finding the approval of the Americans.   
 
 
In the course of the occupation, the US implemented major reforms. The Japanese 
arms industry was dismantled, and the Imperial Japanese army was demobilized.  
The links between the state and Shintoism, which the militarists had exploited since 
the 1930s were severed. The Emperor, Hirohito, who was revered as a God before 
and during the war, was pressured to renounce his divinity  in early 1946. Instead 
Hirohito became a politically powerless but influential figure of stability for a country 
recovering from war. In 1946 and 1947, a US-drafted constitution transferred 
sovereignty and decision-making to the Japanese people via the Diet or parliament. In 
1947, a British-modeled political system with democratic reforms at its core was 
created with a prime minister and a cabinet chosen from the most powerful political 
party in parliament. For the first time ever, all men and women over the age of twenty 
became eligible to vote. The Americans also demanded that the Japanese include an 
article in their new constitution whereby Japan Ôwould renounce war as an instrument 
of national policyÕ and also renounce the right to maintain military forces (see Article 
9 of the Japanese Constitution).  The US occupiers had successes and failures in the 
implementation of social and economic reforms such as in the area of land ownership 
and industry, due in large part to the firm opposition of Japanese conservatives and 
elites and the zaibatsu (business oligarchies). By the late 1940s, with China having 
turned communist, with war clouds on the Korean Peninsula, and communist 
insurrections throughout the region, Washington was increasingly pushed toward a 
more realistic rather than idealistic approach. JapanÕs reconstruction and the fight 
against communism necessitated the Americans rehabilitating  to powerful positions 
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Japanese elites who had been active decision-makers and players in the war-time 
aggression against the states of East Asia. It also witnessed the US softening its 
demands for major reforms within Japan to the satisfaction of Japanese elites who 
stood to suffer from them.  
 
The dominant Japanese leader during the years of occupation was Shigeru Yoshida, 
who served as Prime Minister from 1946 to 1947 and from 1948 to 1954. YoshidaÕs 
approach was one of moderation and pragmatism based on a realistic assessment of 
JapanÕs post-war position and its objectives for the future. The Yoshida Doctrine with 
its emphasis on economic power, and defense via strong security relations with the 
USA (with Japan choosing to depend on Washington for its defense needs) was the 
core principle of JapanÕs foreign policy until the end of the Cold War.  Yoshida also 
worked hard to preserve JapanÕs key political values and independence as much as 
possible during the occupation era before the AmericansÕ reform program eroded 
them. He was at the same time eager to satisfy WashingtonÕs strategic and economic 
interests in the country, and to convince the US that Japan had changed and was a 
trusted and reliable Cold War ally. By the end of the occupation, JapanÕs political 
system was marked by a combination of traditional conservatism, and an 
irreversible embrace of many of the liberal reforms implemented by the Americans. 
As the historian John Dower pointed out, one legacy of the US occupation of Japan 
was Ôa new conservatism, but within a restructured state in which progressive and 
reformist ideals, and laws, retained a substantial constituency amongst the Japanese 
people themselvesÕ (see Cohen, 2001:375). By the late 1940s and early 1950s, 
Washington was satisfied that Japan was a trusted ally and could be relied upon to 
play a key role in the fight against communism both at home in Japan and elsewhere 
in Asia. The occupation continued in a nominal sense until 1952 when the San 
Francisco Peace Treaty of 1951 came into force. In reality however, the Japanese 
had already begun to enjoy greater political independence and to control their own 
domestic affairs after the late 1940s.  
 
 
The Final Stage of the Chinese Civil War 
 
When the Second World War ended, the nationalist KMT Chinese government under 
the leadership of Chiang Kai-shek was not in a well-prepared condition for governing 
the giant country. The Chinese nationalists depended a lot on military and financial 
support from their allies. The United States for example had provided financial and 
logistical support, which ensured that 100,000 well -trained and well-equipped 
soldiers from ChiangÕs armed forces could travel from ChinaÕs interior to the major 
urban centers along the coast to liberate these areas from the weakening Japanese in 
the closing stages of World War Two. Indeed, US support had been instrumental in 
defeating the Japanese along the eastern coastline. As we discussed last week, the 
Chinese nationalists and the Chinese communists agreed an uneasy truce after late 
1936 under the so-called Second United Front. This was supposed to last until the 
Japanese were driven out of China. In reality however, deep distrust and suspicions 
lingered between the two groups with both trying to improve their own position while 
weakening the position of the other side. The Second United Front was maintained 
until January 1941 when the nationalists carried out a bloody and successful attack 
upon communists forces who were trying to establish a power base in central China 
(see the New Fourth Army Incident - also known as the Wannan Incident). Chiang 
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also utilized as many as 500,000 of his own soldiers to ensure that the communists 
could not expand further from their traditional bases.  US attempts to persuade Chiang 
Kai-shek to totally concentrate on defeating Japan were unsuccessful. After January 
1941 therefore the war by nationalists and communists in China against the Japanese 
continued but the Second United Front continued in name but not in reality. In the 
closing months of World War Two, the communists and the nationalists competed 
with each other to liberate areas once controlled by the Japanese. Like ChiangÕs army, 
MaoÕs communists rushed eastwards as Japan struggled to avoid complete defeat.  In 
some areas, in particular Manchuria, the communists arrived before the nationalist 
government forces did. The Red Army (the USSRÕs army) had also defeated and 
disarmed the Japanese armed forces in numerous areas between August and 
September of 1945. Therefore when the communists arrived in these areas, they took 
control of large amounts of left behind arms and ammunition with which to later 
fight the Chinese KMT nationalists.  
 
For the US and the USSR, while both appreciated the importance of China, there was 
uncertainty about how to deal with the post-war divisions between the nationalists and 
the communists. Stalin and the Soviets were ideologically attracted to the idea of 
communist success and revolution spreading throughout East Asia. At the same time 
however, Stalin did not trust the mercurial  and stubborn-minded Mao. Relations 
between the US and Chiang Kai-shek were also often tense despite their mutual 
interests. The Americans however leaned more toward Chiang rather than Mao. 
Washington initially hoped that moderates from the two competing camps might 
come together to a form a centrist regime, which would be neither too right-wing and 
fascist like under Chiang nor too left-wing and communist under Mao.  After the war 
ended, US-led talks and endeavors towards a middle ground between the nationalists 
and the communists failed to stop the escalating cycle of conflict. The KMT leader 
calculated that the US would support him no matter what happened due to the larger 
global ideological conflict between communists and non-communists. In November 
1945, Chiang commenced a major campaign to defeat the communists. By May 1946, 
the nationalists engaged in an all-out offensive to eliminate MaoÕs forces. Angered 
by WashingtonÕs continued support for Chiang and the KMT, Mao commenced an 
anti-US propaganda campaign in which the nationalists were portrayed as 
American puppets for American interests in China. From the middle of 1946 to the 
middle of 1949, a full-scale civil war raged throughout China. 
 
In theory, the nationalists appeared superior in terms of men, equipment, and 
available finances with which to fight the communists. Nationalist government 
soldiers for example outnumbered MaoÕs forces by a ratio  of 3 to 1. Chiang also 
possessed superior air power as well as tanks and heavy artillery. Despite this, 
decisive factors that were in the communistsÕ favor included effective military 
strategies, and crucially  an increasingly popular following amongst the Chinese 
people. ChiangÕs regime, on the other hand, was often viewed with disdain. In areas 
where the nationalists took control after JapanÕs defeat for example, they were 
perceived as corrupt and ineffective as administrators. Nationalist soldiers also 
engaged in the robbery and the looting of local businesses and properties. In 
territories controlled by MaoÕs forces, the communists were better organized, were 
better administrators, and gained support due to their popular land reform programs. 
With many Chinese people now preferring Mao over Chiang, the war for the hearts 
and minds of the Chinese people was lost. On October 1st 1949, Mao Zedong declared 
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the establishment of the PeopleÕs Republic of China (PRC) from a podium in 
BeijingÕs Tiananmen Square. In December 1949, Chiang Kai-shek and his defeated 
KMT regime fled Mainland China and set up a new anti-communist KMT 
government in Taiwan. Washington presumed that Taiwan would eventually fall to the 
communists in the course of the civil war but miraculously ChiangÕs regime held out. 
To the great irritation  of the Chinese communists, Taiwan has remained independent 
of communist rule ever since.  
 
A strategic error made by the Americans in the late 1940s was their failure to be firm 
and clear about American interests in the region. Crucially, the US Secretary of State, 
Dean Acheson (from 1949 to 1953), had declared in a speech in January 1950 that the 
USÕ Ôdefensive perimeterÕ in the Pacific did not include Taiwan and that the island 
was not a vital issue for American security. The Ôdefensive perimeterÕ speech also left 
out the Asian mainland. Acheson had also stated that if conflict broke out on the 
Korean peninsula, the new Republic of Korea (South Korea), which had been 
established in late 1948, would have to defend itself without direct outside help from 
the US. This was at a time of rising tensions between communists and non-
communists on the peninsula. As we shall see later, this uncertainty by the US sent a 
dangerous message to communist leaders such as Mao and Stalin who were eager to 
protect themselves further by promoting and supporting communist movements in 
areas such as Korea. The speech likewise suggested uncertainty in Washington about 
the USÕ willingness to defend Taiwan if the Chinese communists attacked the island. 
In June 1949, the communist leadership in Beijing publicly denounced the United 
States and announced that the new communist China would be an ally of the Soviet 
Union. The Stalin-Mao relationship was pragmatic rather than warm, and the Chinese 
leader, despite a hardline public image, privately hoped that relations with the wealthy 
and extremely influential United States (whose support was more attractive in 
comparison to the USSR) might be repaired in the future. Some top level US elites, 
such as Dean Acheson, also desired to keep the possibility open of preventing MaoÕs 
China from becoming a puppet of Soviet power. The outbreak of the Korean War in 
June 1950 and the later presence of American forces on ChinaÕs northern border 
during the war however ended such hopes of a rapprochement. As Cohen notes, 
ÔMao and his colleagues had a simple choice: commit themselves to the Soviet Union 
and gain Soviet support against any external threat or gamble on the good will of the 
avowedly anti-communist government in WashingtonÕ (Cohen, 2001:381). In February 
1950, the Soviets and the communist Chinese signed the Sino-Soviet Treaty of 
Friendship, Alliance and Mutual Assistance, and commenced the Sino-Soviet 
Alliance. The USSR and the PRC were now Cold War allies, and Beijing was now 
assured of Soviet financial, military, and developmental support for their fledgling 
state.  
 
Key Points: 
 

¥ The Second World War completely altered the international order in East Asia. 
Japan had been defeated and was occupied by the United States, and the 
European powers dislodged from their East Asian colonies. 

 
¥ The war years had witnessed the strengthening of pro-independence forces 

who were determined to resist European attempts to re-occupy and to control 
their countries. These pro-independence forces varied from communist 
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nationalists (for example in Vietnam) to non-communist nationalists (for 
example in Indonesia). 

 
¥ The United StatesÕ initial commitment to end imperialism was soon replaced 

by an American commitment to contain communism at all costs (see the 
containment theory). This sometimes witnessed the US acting in ways that 
contradicted its declared ideological principles. For example, supporting the 
French attempt to re-occupy and control Vietnam.  

 
¥ By the late 1940s, serious tensions had developed between communist and 

non-communist forces in countries such as China, Indonesia, Korea, Malaysia, 
the Philippines, and Vietnam. US and Soviet support for communists and non-
communists often resulted in ÔhotÕ proxy wars and insurrection fought amidst 
the larger ÔcoldÕ war. The clouds of serious war in Korea and Vietnam were on 
the horizon in the late 1940s. 

 
¥ The ÔlossÕ of China to communism in 1949 sent shockwaves through the non-

communist powers of the world. The US in particular feared the rapid spread 
of communism throughout East Asia (note the domino theory). The victory of 
MaoÕs forces in the Chinese civil war, the Sino-Soviet Alliance, and a creation 
of a KMT regime on Taiwan, all had serious ramifications for the peace and 
stability of East Asia for decades afterwards.   


