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Background


Operation BLACKLIST was the codename for the occupation of Japan and Korea, slated to begin immediately after the Japanese government accepted the terms of the President Truman’s Potsdam Declaration: unconditional surrender.  At the time that the original plans were written, however, American commanders had no idea as such when that would actually occur.  As it happened, the issuance of the plans below occurred two days after the dropping of the first atomic bomb on Hiroshima.  BLACKLIST was, from the beginning, a war plan aimed at securing rather than winning peace, and doing so on a scale and level of American responsibility not seen since Reconstruction—while in Germany the British, French, and Soviets also had their own occupation zones, in Japan, a larger country, the US would have to more or less go it alone.

The summer of 1945 was therefore a momentous period in American history.  The US played a pivotal role in ending Europe’s deadliest conflict, and played the central role in ending Asia’s.  Not only had the US already been party to an unconditional surrender by Germany, but was expecting soon to be receive one from Japan as well.  Not only did the US inaugurate the atomic age with Hiroshima and Nagasaki, but it also saw states begin to take on a new and unprecedented role in international politics: nation-building.


BLACKLIST originated with preliminary planning at the headquarters of General Douglas MacArthur in Manila and Admiral Chester Nimitz on Guam.  Though the unconditional surrender of Japan (and the other Axis powers) had been the core Allied goal since the Casablanca Conference of January 1943, actual preparations for the occupation of postwar Japan did not begin until May 1945, just as the end of the war in Europe promised to relieve a major source of resource competition for American forces in the Pacific.

Admittedly, US forces were already in a good position to execute such an operation (it would not have been planned were they not), being already in control of most of Japan’s early-war conquests, most importantly the Dutch East Indies (Indonesia), New Guinea, the Philippines, and literally hundreds of other outlying islands, most notably Iwo Jima and Okinawa.  The American island-hopping campaign had left most of Japan’s forces on the Asian mainland—in China, Korea, Vietnam, Burma, etc.—relatively untouched.  Though occupied fighting the US-backed Nationalist Chinese under Chiang Kai-Shek (Jiang Jieshi), these forces were essentially isolated by American naval supremacy in the western Pacific and Sea of Japan.  After surrender, therefore, US forces would already be in possession of all the necessary bases of operation and could be more or less assured that untouched Japanese forces would not create problems for the occupying forces and that disarming them could be secondary concern.  

When BLACKLIST was conceived, Operations OLYMPIC and CORONET were still in the preparation stages.  OLYMPIC was to be the invasion of Kyushu, planned for November 1945, which would be followed by CORONET, the invasion of the other home islands.  The use of atomic weapons in August ultimately made both of them unnecessary, though many of the basic assumptions behind these operations were carried over into BLACKLIST.  This is especially true of a certain preoccupation with the possibility of suicide attacks by Japanese insurgents after surrender.  The Kamikaze phenomenon, as well as the last-man-last-bullet tactics displayed in the caves of Okinawa and elsewhere, had convinced US commanders that any occupation of Japan itself would likely be violently opposed.  BLACKLIST urged AFPAC to be prepared to disarm as many as 2 million remaining Japanese regular forces and over 3 million civilian volunteers.  Plans for an invasion of Japan had also assumed that Japan still possessed over 12,000 serviceable aircraft of either military grade or Kamikazes.  Moreover, American commanders were acutely aware of the well-orchestrated Japanese propaganda campaign that had convinced much of the population that the Americans aimed to destroy Japan—its culture and its people.  Resistance from the civilian population was expected and prepared for.  In other words, no one was sure that the Japanese would simply lay down their arms even after Emperor Hirohito surrendered.
Planned Operations


Command for BLACKLIST fell to MacArthur, Commander in Chief, Army Forces Pacific (CINCAFPAC) and Nimitz, Commander in Chief, Pacific Fleet (CINCPAC).  BLACKLIST also provided for all necessary support from Army Strategic Air Forces, at the time commanded by General Carl Spaatz (CG USASTAF).  The operation was divided into several phases, which referred to the areas of Japan and Korea to be occupied.

The first Phase included the landing of occupation forces.  Initially, MacArthur and Nimitz had thought that BLACKLIST would takeover from an invasion force already present, much like how Operation ECLIPSE would take over from combat forces already in Germany.  As it happened, however, no forces were present at the time of surrender.  The landing forces slated for the initial operations, then, were designated as Sixth and Eighth Armies for Japan proper, and the Tenth Army for Korea.  BLACKLIST also called for the eventual involvement of First Army.  First Army, under General Omar Bradley, was still in Europe, where elements had been among the first in Normandy and the first to meet the Red Army at Torgau, Germany.  Its slated redeployment to the Pacific was later cancelled.  The various Pacific Army forces were also charged with logistical and other support, as were the Air Forces and the Pacific Fleet.

BLACKLIST called for “maximum practicable decentralization of control” between the various forces in Japan, in the hopes that this would help to stabilize the country more quickly.  To this end, the various Army commands were to be given a high degree of control over their respective areas of responsibility.  MacArthur, however, was still unquestionably in command.  The military government was to be formed by CINCAFPAC.  MacArthur, thereby designated as military governor and Supreme Commander of the Allied Powers (SCAP), was to become effectively the sole ruler of Japan’s civilian population.  This authority, however, was never entirely granted, as discussed below.

The objectives of BLACKLIST had mostly to do with entering and occupying territory, controlling overland communications, acquiring and processing intelligence, and especially disarming and demobilizing individuals or groups who might seek to oppose the occupation by military means.  As the estimates of remaining Japanese forces indicate, this was seen as a primary task. Critical to this stage of the operation was speed; possible insurgent elements had to be disarmed as quickly as possible so that likely post-war shortages and other difficulties would not fall on an armed population.  Special provision was to be made for the prompt removal of undesirable political elements—Japan’s war leaders were to be purged from government, not unlike the (abortive) Denazification in Europe.  Additionally, American planners expected the Japanese public “at best…to observe an attitude of non-cooperation with our forces,” while the Koreans, then a subject people of Japan, were expected to accept American occupation more readily.  In this way the Koreans were viewed not unlike the Kurds in Iraq.  Special emphasis was also given to reaching and rescuing Allied prisoners of war, and BLACKLIST included intelligence on the location of detainment facilities and the estimated number of Allied personnel held there.

BLACKLIST made note of the fact that Japanese infrastructure would have been heavily damaged by aerial bombing, and stressed that the rehabilitation of these resources, especially railroads, was essential to maintaining the proper distribution of food and other staples.  Moreover, it urged the allocation of substantial shipping tonnage to help supply the Japanese with shelter and much-needed medical supplies before winter set in.  Although planners initially assumed that indigenous stores of foodstuffs and existing agricultural resources would be able to provide enough food for the civilian population, due to transportation difficulties and shortfalls, this did not prove to be the case.  The occupation forces thus devoted a large amount of resources to repairing infrastructure and providing food for the Japanese over the following years.

BLACKLIST ultimately began almost immediately after the announcement of surrender on August 14, 1945.  American forces, moving from bases of operation in the Philippines and Okinawa, quickly took control of the country, dismantled the Japanese High Command, and assumed near-total authority over the remnants of the Japanese Empire.  BLACKLIST had included an assumption of CINCAFPAC’s supremacy that did not entirely occur in practice—later directives changed the guidelines of BLACKLIST.  The “Initial Post-Surrender Policy” stated that MacArthur, rather than assuming the near-dictatorial power prescribed by BLACKLIST, “will exercise his authority through Japanese governmental machinery and agencies, including the Emperor.”  The occupation, therefore, became an operation with much greater Japanese participation than originally intended.    

Legacy


The occupation of Japan is commonly cited as a major success of post-war nation-building.  Suicide attacks against the occupation failed to materialize, resistance turned out to be minor, the population was quickly disarmed as planned, and difficulties providing the necessities of life were overcome within a few years.  By all accounts, Japan is in a better position today than it was before the war. 


Interestingly, the occupation was also an instance where the military retained a high degree of control over the defeated civilian population.  BLACKLIST gave CINCAFPAC near-total authority.  As noted, however, MacArthur, as SCAP, was later ordered to retain the Emperor and the civilian bureaucracy as the “face” of the occupation.  High-level officials, however, were to be done away with.  Military Tribunals tried and executed Japanese war criminals; occupation forces then ejected lower-ranking officials from their posts.  Political and military command opposition was thus neutralized.  The occupation ordered that the national police force be dismantled and rearranged on regional lines.  This measure further insured against anti-US mobilization.  Crucial to the success of the occupation, however, was that the civilian civic machinery was retained essentially untouched, though in many respects beholden to SCAP.  While MacArthur was enormously powerful, one historian has noted that, because the occupation was so linguistically dependent on them, “the bureaucracy actually attained greater authority and influence than it had possessed even at the height of mobilization for war.”
    
  
It was in this nuanced way that Japan evolved into a modern democracy—with great indigenous participation though not entirely by its own momentum.  In terms of political reconstruction, however, the occupation had a forceful hand.  The Potsdam Declaration and later statements had indicated that the Allies hoped the Japanese would enact democratic reforms on their own.  However, the Matsumoto Commission, charged with drafting the new constitution in 1946, recommended little more than a return to Japan’s earlier constitutional monarchy, in place since the Meiji Restoration of 1889.  While not appreciably less “democratic” than Germany or even Great Britain had been before the First World War, this system was not acceptable to General MacArthur, who rejected it outright and ordered his staff to write the new constitution.  Though some critics charged MacArthur with imposition, the Japanese Diet (Parliament) ratified the document.  The constitution abolished Shinto as the state religion (though not the religion itself), thereby establishing the separation of church and state.  It emphasized the importance of civil and individual rights, reduced the Emperor to a figurehead as in modern Great Britain, and, perhaps most important at the time, obliged Japan to entirely renounce war as a tool of state policy.


The first post-war elections were held in April 1946, scarcely six months after MacArthur had accepted the Japanese instrument of surrender onboard the Missouri.  For the first time in Japanese history, women were allowed to vote.  Interestingly, the biggest hurdle to the occupation was a threatened general strike in 1947; Japanese workers had over the preceding decades acquired a version of Marxist ideology.  However, MacArthur vowed not to allow such a strike to take place, and ultimately the unions relented.  Japan resumed full sovereignty in 1952, and American troops remained at the invitation of the Japanese Diet.

In Korea, the American occupation was split with a Soviet sphere of influence in the North.  The occupation there was a similar success, though the presence of US troops there and the divided nature of the occupation laid the groundwork for North Korea’s invasion of the South in 1950, with Soviet and later Chinese backing.  However, South Korea remains as one of Asia’s most successful liberal democracies and a staunch US ally. 


The transition of Japan from war-time dictatorship to democracy was one of the smoothest and most successful in history (similarly so in Germany)—this was likely because Japan had had its own indigenous quasi-democratic institutions decades before World War II, just as Germany had.  As a result, the Japanese were more or less willing to accept a democratic renewal.  Their general acceptance of the occupation, however, is also widely debated.  The long and horrific nature of the war itself, the great suffering endured by the Japanese people, and the demonstrated willingness of the Allies to use all necessary force to impose their will on Japan are all important factors.  One must also be mindful, however, of the careful measures taken at the planning stages of BLACKLIST to eliminate politically dangerous elements and to provide for the basic needs of the Japanese people.  BLACKLIST was in a way one of the largest humanitarian missions in history—though one that fulfilled purely military and political goals at the same time.  The enormous prosperity of Japan since the Second World War and its status as a key US ally in the Far East is a testament to BLACKLIST’s success.
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