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Immediately following Japan’s surrender on September 2, 1945, the Allied Occupation of Japan began. The
United States of America took the lead in the occupation and General of the Army Douglas MacArthur was
placed in charge of all occupation forces and tasked with transforming the devastated nation. Of this
great responsibility, General MacArthur wrote:
“I, a professional soldier, had the civil responsibility and absolute control over
almost 80-million people, and I would maintain that control until Japan had once
more demonstrated that it was ready, willing and able to become a responsible
member of the family of free nations. Never in history had a nation and its people
been more completely crushed than were the Japanese at the end of the war.…
Ruin and disaster never conceived possible had engulphed them....My professional
military knowledge was no longer a major factor. I had to become an economist,
a political scientist, an engineer, a manufacturing executive, a teacher, even a
theologian of sorts. I had to rebuild a nation totally destroyed by war.”1
Despite the great challenges the Occupation of Japan presented, today it is regarded as the most
successful occupation in history – an occupation that “won the peace” after victory had been won on the
battlefield.
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PHOTO: MacArthur Landing at Atsugi Airbase, August 30, 1945
Several days before the actual surrender of Japan, General Douglas MacArthur made a dramatic arrival in Japan at
Atsugi Airbase. His arrival was potentially dangerous because the war was technically not yet over, and Atsugi Airbase
was home to Japanese kamikaze pilots. General MacArthur was aware of the danger, but also wanted to make a strong
statement. He was to lead the Occupation of Japan after the war ended, and he wanted the Japanese people’s first
glimpse of him to be of a confident, brave leader. His arrival was covered in great detail by Japanese media. As he had
hoped, the Japanese people were impressed by his bold move. British Prime Minister Winston Churchill later remarked
that MacArthur’s early arrival was one of the bravest acts of the war. Today, scholars believe this act helped set the
stage for a successful occupation.

PHOTO: Tokyo in Ruins, September 1945
In the aftermath of World War II, the Japanese used the term yaki-nohara (burned wasteland) to describe the state of
their country. Two cities had been destroyed by atomic bombs and an additional 60 cities had been destroyed by
conventional bombing. In some areas, all factories, hospitals, schools, and houses had been destroyed. In addition to the
destruction, the Japanese also faced famine and the spread of disease. As the Occupation of Japan started, it was very
clear that it would take a great deal of work to rebuild Japan. Unlike the recovering European nations however, Japan did
not receive economic aid from the United States in the form of the Marshall Plan.

DOCUMENT: Official US Policy for Japan, September 23, 1945
The United States led the Allied Occupation of Japan and outlined several main goals for the Occupation. The first major
goal was to ensure that Japan could never threaten others again. Other goals included demilitarization, democratization,
and economic revitalization. Most of these goals were expected to be carried out by the Japanese themselves. Tasked
with overseeing these goals, General MacArthur relied on the ideals expressed in documents like the U.S. Constitution, the
Gettysburg Address, the Kellogg Briand Pact, as well as policies like the New Deal.

PHOTO: MacArthur and Hirohito, September 27, 1945
Assuming his duties as leader of the Occupation of Japan in September 1945, General MacArthur was faced with a
daunting task. History was not in his favor – no occupation had ever been particularly successful. One of his first tasks
was figuring out what to do with Japan’s Emperor Hirohito. Many people wanted to see the emperor arrested and
humiliated. MacArthur chose a different option. He waited for the emperor to make the first move. Weeks into the
Occupation, the emperor asked for a meeting. MacArthur agreed and invited Hirohito to meet him at his home. This was
unprecedented. In Japanese culture, people went to the emperor – not the other way around. The two men met at
MacArthur’s home on September 27, 1945. This photograph was taken of the meeting and was later distributed throughout
Japan. The Japanese had looked to the meeting for signs of how the Occupation would be run and this photograph
encouraged them. Their emperor was not humiliated, but it was clear that MacArthur was in charge. For his part,
MacArthur strongly believed that the success of the Occupation depended on the emperor’s cooperation and support.

CARTOON: Hirohito Renounces His Divinity, unidentified American newspaper, January 3, 1946
On January 1, 1946, Emperor Hirohito released an official proclamation supporting General Douglas MacArthur’s plans to
democratize Japan. In addition to voicing his support for democratization, the emperor also told the Japanese people that
he was not a god. For hundreds of years, the Japanese emperor had been regarded as a god by the Japanese people. As
such, the emperor was considered the source of all legitimate power in Japan. This idea was incompatible with
democracy – in which the people are the source of legitimate power. By renouncing his divinity, Hirohito preserved the
role of the emperor – but as a figurehead, not the source of power. This made the Japanese emperor’s role similar to
that of constitutional monarchs in Europe. General MacArthur was very pleased with the emperor’s proclamation and saw
it as a vital part of ensuring a stable, democratic Japan.

PHOTO: Repatriation of Japanese Troops, c. 1946
When World War II ended, nearly six million Japanese troops were spread out across the Pacific Theatre. During the
Occupation of Japan, these troops were brought back home to Japan. It was a daunting task and took several years to
complete. It was also complicated. On a humanitarian level, it was important to bring the Japanese troops back home to
their families. With so many parts of Asia suffering because of the war, it was also important to bring the Japanese
troops back to Japan so other nations could begin the process of rebuilding. Bringing millions of troops back to Japan
was somewhat tricky, though. With Japan struggling to rebuild, initially, there were few economic opportunities for these
troops. The success of the Occupation rested on the ability to peacefully reintegrate these troops back into society.

DOCUMENT: Article 9 of the Japanese Constitution, 1946
The main Allied goal for the Occupation of Japan was to ensure Japan never went to war again. General MacArthur and
his staff worked with Japanese politicians to draft a new Japanese Constitution. Article 9, a special clause within this
Constitution, officially outlaws war as a means for Japan to settle international disputes. The article also states Japan will
not maintain a military for aggressive purposes.

DOCUMENT: Excerpt of MacArthur’s Speech to Recently Elected Japanese Women Politicians, June 21, 1946
Prior to World War II, women in Japan did not have the right to do things like vote, own property, decide who they would
marry, or run for election. During the Occupation of Japan, General MacArthur directed the committee drafting the new
Japanese Constitution to directly address and outlaw gender discrimination. With the adoption of this Constitution in
1946, Japanese women gained a number of rights – including the right to vote. This allowed them greater freedom,
equality to men, and a higher status within Japanese society. In the Japanese elections that followed, General MacArthur
proudly noted that 13 million women voted for the first time, and 39 women were elected to Japan’s national legislature.

PHOTO: Crowds Outside of the Dai Ichi Building, November 6, 1946
During the Occupation of Japan, General MacArthur’s office was located in the Dai Ichi Building in Tokyo. He worked seven
days a week and kept a predictable schedule. Crowds of Japanese citizens formed each day to catch sight of him arriving
at or departing from the building. Although he had been their enemy during World War II, his administration of Japan
during the Occupation earned him the admiration of many Japanese. They referred to him as the “Gentle Conqueror,” and
were fascinated by the image he projected.

DOCUMENT: “MacArthur Fired,” San Francisco Chronicle, April 11, 1951
On June 25, 1950, the Korean War broke out while General MacArthur was running the Occupation of Japan. When the
United Nations decided to send a multi-national force to protect South Korea’s independence, General MacArthur was
selected to command the force. This meant he oversaw both the Occupation of Japan and the Korean War. Although there
were some major successes early in the Korean War, disagreements between President Truman and General MacArthur
eventually led to the president firing MacArthur on April 11, 1951. MacArthur was removed from command of both the
Korean War and the Occupation of Japan. While the firing was within the president’s power, people around the world were
stunned. The Japanese people were particularly upset. Days later, when MacArthur departed Japan, 2 million Japanese
turned out to bid him farewell.

DOCUMENT: Yoshida Telegram to MacArthur, September 1951
By the late 1940s, it was clear that the Occupation of Japan had been successful. The Japanese had completed a process
of demilitarization, had adopted a democratic constitution, and were rebuilding their economy. Approximately five months
after MacArthur was fired by President Truman, the Peace Treaty of San Francisco was signed. The treaty stipulated that
the Occupation of Japan would end on April 28, 1952. Japanese Prime Minister Shigeru Yoshida, who had worked closely
with MacArthur during the Occupation, sent MacArthur a telegram after the treaty was signed. Like many Japanese
people, Yoshida believed that MacArthur had played an important role in the creation of a new, post-war Japan.

