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When the war ended, it was the intent of all the Allied Powers to render Japan incapable of ever returning to the field of battle. "Demilitarization" was thus the first policy of the Occupation authorities and was accompanied by abolishing Japan's armed forces, dismantling its military industry, and eliminating the expression of patriotism from its schools and public life. But the American government, which had led the Allied war effort and whose representative, General Douglas MacArthur, was named the Supreme Commander of the Occupation forces, felt that only a democratic Japan would truly foster peace (and buffer communist expansion). 

Building Democracy

After US officials secretly prepared an initial draft, the Constitution of 1947 was adopted. Technically an amendment of the Meiji Constitution of 1887, the new work specified the Emperor was now merely a symbol of the state, and thus reinforced a 1 January 1946 speech by the Emperor and more informal tours designed to establish that the Emperor was more human than sacred… Other clauses set up a British style Prime Minister system that placed almost all authority in the lower house of a bi-cameral Diet (Parliament), and thus avoided the behind the scenes power brokering that had so crippled pre-war democratic movements. Election procedures were set by law; in later years, not least because these unduly favored rural districts, conservative politicians such as Yoshida Shigeru were in power for most of the period. 

Other sections of the Constitution guaranteed basic human rights. One article (Article 14) ended the hereditary peerage and banned discrimination against Japanese because of race, creed, sex, social status or family origin; subsequent legislation gave women hitherto unheard of privileges such as the right to vote, own property and divorce.  Another provision, Article 9, claimed to “renounce war as a sovereign right of a nation and the threat or use of force as a means of settling international disputes” and declared that “land, sea and air forces, as well as war potential, will never be maintained.” The meaning of this clause was debatable – some claim that no constitution can outlaw the inherent right of self-defense – but for the moment, this clause seemed especially sensible. Indeed, since – in the thinking of the day – women were thought to be the gentler sex, it was hoped that all three of these policies (limiting the Emperor’s authority, banning war and giving women the vote) would further the cause of democracy. 

Economic policies were even bolder. Conscious that Western style democracy required a stronger middle class, an ambitious Land Reform Program bought land (at what turned out because of inflation to low prices) from landlords, and distributed it to tenant farmers; soon roughly 90% of all Japanese farmers owned more than half the land they cultivated. Similarly, labor union laws modeled on US New Deal legislation gave workers the right to strike and increased union membership from a mere handful to almost 5 million workers. The holding companies of the zaibatsu (business combines) were outlawed, and ambitious plans were made to outlaw firms whose size was thought to discourage competition. A stock market was encouraged to spread the ownership of major companies, and a relatively favorable exchange rate of 360 yen to the dollar was started to encourage foreign trade. 

Changes in Civic Values

Besides changing Japanese institutions, the Americans wanted the people to understand better the idea of democracy. To do this, the occupation government used its control of newspapers and magazines to explain and popularize their new Western style democracy.  Education reform was also impactful as traditional “moral training” in schools was abolished and replaced with instruction in democratic ideas. After a visit by a US educational mission, Japan’s K-12 schools were changed from a single sex, multi-track system with only 6 years of compulsory education to a co-educational, single track system with 9 years of compulsory school. Japan’s complex characters (kanji) were simplified and the number normally used limited to 1850. Universities increased in number, and were asked to spend more time on wide-ranging education. General MacArthur’s encouragement of Christianity was less successful. Christians continued to be influential, but the number of converts did not significantly rise. 

The Cold War 

The longer the Occupation went on, the more the world changed. Anti-colonial uprisings in Asia, Communist China’s 1949 victory on the mainland and the subsequent outbreak of war in Korea in June 1950 seemed to many Americans to herald a dangerous new era in which potential Japanese militarism was far less of a threat than Communist “Wars of National Liberation.” Japan agreed to side with the US in the emerging Cold War. By 1951, Japan had agreed to ignore Communist bloc protests and negotiate the San Francisco Peace Treaty with 48 non-Communist nations. Prime Minister Yoshida was also pressured to deny recognition to the Communist government in mainland China, and to sign a Mutual Security Agreement allowing US forces to continue to use its bases in Japan. 
