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FASCISM CARVED IN STONE 

Monuments to Loyal Spirits in Wartime Manchukuo

Paul D. Barclay

An Image of the Empire’s Last Gasp

According to the Japanese Ministry of Education’s last wartime geography 
textbook, by 1944 the empire had finally integrated the former colonies of 
Taiwan, Korea, and Karafuto into the naichi (home territory) while secur-
ing peace and prosperity throughout the rest of Asia. It attributed these ac-
complishments to Japan’s persevering citizenry, sagacious government, and 
martial prowess.1 The textbook’s intended youth audience may have found 
such grandiose claims persuasive, but for adult readers at war’s end, they 
must have rung hollow. From their inception in 1903 through the 1930s, the 
geographies espoused by the Ministry of Education extolled Japan’s imperial 
expansion and waxing global reach by increasing their numbers and types of 
illustrations of colonized spaces. By 1940, however, they had reversed course.2 
Marking the nadir of the downward spiral of officially sanctioned geography, 
the last wartime edition of Secondary Geography transmitted its confident 
assessments on flimsy paper, with blurry type and only a handful of shod-
dily reproduced graphics.3 Therefore, our imagined adult reader must have 
wondered how the purportedly world- beating Japanese state, which had un-
til recently projected images of imperial power and success with world- class 
graphic art, photography, and print media, could have been reduced to pub-
lishing such humble and homely textbooks.
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As if to justify the deprivation exposed by its material form, Secondary Ge-
ography explained that the Greater East Asia War (1941 – 45) was but the latest 
installment in a defensive struggle against Western expansion, an aggression 
against Asian peoples that dated back to the 1490s. Japan fought the gruel-
ing war against the United States, Britain, and China not only for national 
survival, but for the sake of Asia — home to 1.2 billion people, over half of hu-
manity. And it was Manchuria that formed the lynchpin of this “Asia” in the 
Japanese imaginary. Secondary Geography regarded Manchuria’s 1932 “inde-
pendence” as a milestone in rolling back Western domination. It also identi-
fied Manchuria as the bulwark protecting Korea from the Soviet menace. As 
a source of raw materials and an arena for emigration, the authors declared 
that Manchuria was, “in actuality, Japan’s continental life- line.”4 

The trope of Manchuria- as- lifeline would have been familiar to our imag-
ined adult reader at war’s end, but the image selected to illustrate the Man-
churia section of Secondary Geography represented yet another departure. 
Whereas geographies of the more hopeful 1920s and 1930s introduced Japanese 
youth to Manchuria with pictures of bustling ports, planned cities, and diligent 
laborers — scenes that would have resonated with metropolitan audiences in 
any of the world’s empire- states — our swansong textbook adorned the “jewel 
in Japan’s imperial crown” with a single etching: a calligraphed masonry tower 
situated on an empty field silhouetted by darkened clouds. The forlorn struc-
ture was simply captioned “Shinkyō’s Loyal- Spirit Tower” (figure 2.1). 

In contrast to its illustrations of freight trains hauling Taiwanese sugar, 
tree- felling pioneers reclaiming Hokkaidō, and white- clad Koreans mill-
ing about near thatched- roof dwellings, Secondary Geography’s “loyal- spirit 
tower” graphic resisted absorption into the progressive, civilizing- mission 
discourse typical of Japan’s earlier experiments in multilateral imperialism. 
In this essay, I explain how this dark tower was able to convey, if not distill, 
a temporally distinct fascist ethos to youth readers in 1940s Japan. My argu-
ment here is that fascism in Japan created for itself a deep lineage of sacrifice 
by erecting towers to the dead, though many of these dead soldiers had lost 
their lives a quarter of a century before the rise of Japanese fascism. Crucially, 
there was nothing uniform about the aesthetics of the towers that became 
known as chūreitō (loyal- spirit towers). Instead, what homogenized them in 
the service of Japan’s militarily aggressive state in the 1930s and early ’40s 
were the etchings, magazine illustrations, tourist brochures, and postcard 
renderings that made them look all of a piece when the Japanese state sought 
to impress loyalty upon its subjects. 
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Birth and Transmigration of Loyal- Spirit Towers

By 1945, some 140 “loyal- spirit towers” (chūreitō) had been built in Japan 
proper, another 10 in Manchuria, 3 in China, and 1 in Singapore.5 A chūreitō 
was an ossuary for the cremated remains of those who died during war. These 
mausoleums were attached to towers of various shapes and sizes and fronted 
by expansive plazas with Shintō gates. The chūreitō hosted a gamut of rituals, 
from paying respects to family to exalting the imperial mission en masse on 
national holidays. Imperial Japan’s putative lifeline Manchuria was home to 
the first and largest of these loyal- spirit towers. The Shinkyō tower achieved 
particular prominence as the maiden chūreitō (figure 2.1). In addition to re-
ceiving tens of thousands of visitors during its brief life span, the Shinkyō 
tower attained iconic status through graphic reproductions in myriad for-
mats throughout Japan’s wartime mediascape. 

At thirty- five meters high, Shinkyō’s chūreitō towered over Manchukuo’s 
new capital. On November 21, 1934, the behemoth was christened as part of a 

2.1 “Shinkyō’s Loyal Spirit Tower.” From Monbushō [Ministry of Education], ed., 
Secondary School Geography 3 [Chūtō chiri san] (Tokyo: Chūtō gakkō kyōkasho  
kabushiki kaisha, 1945), 15. Courtesy of the Hiroshima University Library Digital  
Textbook Collection Database. 
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ceremony to inter the ashes and pray for the repose of General Mutō Nobuyo-
shi and over 2,800 “brave soldiers” who died to establish the puppet state. The 
war to occupy Manchuria started September 18, 1931. The initial invasion was 
something of an easy task for Japanese armed forces. Indeed, the new state of 
Manchukuo was announced within months of the first troop deployments, 
on March 1, 1932. The founding of the state touched off a fresh set of uprisings, 
however. Japanese forces annexed Rehe to Manchukuo and expanded army 
zones of occupation south of the Great Wall to buffer the new state, thereby 
fomenting further Chinese resistance.6 To house the resultant stream of war 
dead, the state launched the chūreitō movement in 1934.

Chinese resistance did not end with the 1934 interment of Mutō in Shinkyō, 
however. Consequently, three more Manchurian towers were built in Harbin 
(1935 – 36), Qiqihar (1935 – 36), and Chengde (1938). Meanwhile, on July 7, 1937, 
a larger war broke out in the suburbs of Beijing. Now fighting a fully mobi-
lized Chinese central government, Japan deployed over 850,000 troops to 
the continent. At this critical juncture, Japanese army leaders extended the 
Manchurian chūreitō program to the home islands. While only 140 of 1,500 
monuments planned for the home islands were completed between 1939 and 
1942, the energetic chūreitō publicity campaigns, subscription drives, and 
design competitions instilled visions of collective sacrifice, ennobled death 
in battle, and mobilized the populace for yet more war.7

To provide the 1939 chūreitō campaign in Japan with a compelling back-
story, publicists repositioned Manchuria’s inaugural 1934 Shinkyō chūreitō 
as a successor to a group of five monument complexes built decades earlier 
to house the remains of those who died in the Russo- Japanese War (1904 – 5). 
This chronological sleight of hand elevated a land grab in northeast China, 
which was initiated by a coterie of disaffected army officers, to the status of a 
three- decade national crusade for the defense of Asia. 

Fascist Imperialism

As fascist- era phenomena, it is fitting that the centrally organized chūreitō 
movement was launched in Manchuria. Japan did not have a Mussolini or 
Hitler, so no defining “moment” can attach the emergence of fascism in Ja-
pan to a particular event or villain.8 Broad consensus exists, however, that 
between 1928 and 1932, a historical conjuncture of global, regional, and do-
mestic forces stopped cold Japan’s experiment during the Taishō Democ-
racy (1912 – 26).9 The most infamous plots and assassinations presaging the 
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1931 invasion of Manchuria were hatched on the Chinese mainland. The so- 
called Manchurian Incident in turn fueled among the masses a patriotism 
that abetted a politics of intimidation in Tokyo, spawning a series of national 
unity cabinets headed by military figures.10 In other words, Japan’s fascist 
movements did not radiate outward and downward from an apex in Tokyo, 
but rather gathered steam across a wide geographic expanse. As the chūreitō 
movement in Manchukuo crested in 1936 with the completion of the Har-
bin and Qiqihar towers, for example, over 1,400 renegade soldiers launched 
a bloody coup attempt in Tokyo (see Thomas, chapter 7, in this volume) to 
usher in a decade of unchecked government- by- decree, political repression, 
and military adventurism. 

Whether the movements to eradicate the sprouts of Japanese liberalism 
were sufficiently based on the masses to satisfy Eurocentric definitions of 
fascism, Japan’s hard right turn exhibited several of fascism’s defining ele-
ments.11 Specifically, the Japanese case featured an antileftist political take-
over by right- wing nationalists in the context of liberal capitalism’s crisis of 
representation in the late 1920s and early 1930s. Fascists, as Geoffrey Eley re-
minds us, implement political agendas with cudgels, guns, and threats rather 
than through argument, persuasion, and electioneering.12 It would be diffi-
cult to come up with a better characterization of the violent political envi-
ronment that ruled Tokyo from the early 1930s through the end of the war. 

As Louise Young has convincingly argued, the species of fascism that 
overtook Japan in the 1930s is impossible to disentangle from Japan’s impe-
rial projects, especially those on the continent. Rather than separating “war-
time abroad” and “oppression at home” as analytically distinct phenomena, 
Young foregrounds the interplay between events and figures in Manchuria 
and the home islands. In formulating the concept “fascist imperialism” she 
identifies “the embrace of Asianism as the loadstar for regional autarky and 
the New Order in Asia, the mobilization for total war and glorification of the 
military, and the creation of an empire- wide anti- communist police state, as 
well as the fetishization of state power and magical thinking about state om-
nipotence” as its main pillars.13 

Janis Mimura’s study of “techno- fascism” in the 1930s also makes a case 
for the continental origins of Japanese fascism, with an emphasis on its mod-
ernist inflection. Charting the careers of Manchuria- based Japanese tech-
nocrats from the 1920s through the postwar era, Mimura demonstrates that 
employment opportunities and social spaces provided by the South Manchu-
rian Railway Company, the Kwantung Provincial Authority, and the imperial 
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army attracted a variety of misfits, climbers, and frustrated young officers. 
These techno- fascists were united by an aversion to capitalism, individual-
ism, and liberal politics. For them, war abroad was the key to Japan’s spiritual, 
political, and economic renewal at home. Manchuria was remote enough 
from the entrenched institutions, ideologies, and networks in Tokyo to serve 
as a fascist sandbox. After Shinkyō was established as the new capital of Man-
chukuo in 1934, Mimura argues, the techno- fascist bloc exploited the puppet 
state’s protean administrative structure to make Manchukuo into a proving 
ground for their version of a “high- performance, ‘advanced national defense 
state.’ ” In the late 1930s, techno- fascism was exported from Manchukuo to 
the home islands when Japan’s best and brightest took up posts in Tokyo.14 

Echoing Mimura’s work, architectural historians also emphasize Man-
churia as a futuristic seedbed, rather than derivative afterthought, for fascist 
movements. Shinkyō in particular — its city plan, its transportation grid, and 
its buildings — exhibited an avant- garde “high modernist” sensibility. Japa-
nese architects reinforced a hodge- podge of pan- Asianist ideologies such as 
“harmony among the five races” or the “kingly way” by capping Shinkyō’s 
colossal public and military structures with neo- Oriental parapets and roofs. 
In 1933, in conjunction with Japan’s departure from the League of Nations, 
Shinkyō’s imperial architects abandoned the practice of building Western- 
style public buildings in colonial capitals in order to demonstrate Japan’s mo-
dernity. In a new capital bankrolled with unprecedented state funding for 
architectural experimentation, a conscious effort to integrate Japanese, Chi-
nese, Mongol, and Manchu motifs into modernist ferroconcrete structures 
signaled the end of Japan’s multilateral imperialism.15 This pan- Asianist aes-
thetic is evident in the Shinkyō (figures 2.1 and 2.5), Liaoyang, and Chengde 
chūreitō.

Nine Foundation Stones for the Advance of Japan’s Empire

In 1939, the Baiyushan tower in Port Arthur (Lüshun) displaced the Shinkyō 
tower as grand progenitor of the chūreitō, at least in the propaganda used to 
launch the home- island movement. Builders broke ground on the sixty- five- 
meter- tall lighthouse- shaped monument in 1907 and completed it in Novem-
ber 1909. By the 1920s it drew 100,000 visitors annually to commemorate Ja-
pan’s great victory over Russia in 1905 (figure 2.2). 

Within walking distance of the Baiyushan tower was a mausoleum 
(nōkotsushi), one of five ossuaries built to inter the remains of over seventy 
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thousand Japanese soldiers scattered across Liaodong’s southern peninsula. 
Completed in 1907, the Lüshun mausoleum was opened to the Japanese pub-
lic as a site of mourning. The majority of its enshrined souls perished in the 
devastating (and failed) frontal assaults on Lüshun under the direction of 
Nogi Maresuke. Nogi’s debacle produced some sixty thousand casualties, fif-
teen thousand of which were fatal.16 Between 1905 and 1910, four additional 
mausoleums were built to enshrine Russo- Japanese War dead in Liaoyang, 
Andong (Dandong), Dalian, and Mukden (Shenyang). The Mukden mauso-
leum was moved and upgraded in 1925 to better protect remains from flood 
damage. In its remodeled iteration, which combined a ferroconcrete tower, 
an ossuary, Shintō gates, and a plaza on a single site, the Mukden complex 
prefigured the four giant Manchukuo chūreitō of the 1930s. 

2.2 Baiyushan, or 
“Lüshun’s Manifesting 
Loyalty Tower,” Lüshun, 
China, 2016. Photograph 
by Ning Jing. Courtesy of 
the photographer.
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The numerous Russo- Japanese War monuments that dotted Japan’s 
imperial landscape from 1904 onward had evolved from earlier lithic ex-
pressions of war remembrance known as chūkonhi (loyal- spirit markers), 
hyōchūtō (manifesting loyalty towers), and shōkonsha (summoning spirits 
shrines). Modern state- sponsored war death ceremonies trace their origins 
to rites carried out in the Chōshū domain in the 1850s. These underwent sev-
eral permutations in modern Japan, beginning with rites connected to the 
Boshin War (1868 – 69). In the main, Japanese erected monuments for family 
bereavement, to celebrate battlefield achievements, and to tame the spirits 
of unsettled ghosts. During the Sino- Japanese War (1894 –95), public, state- 
sponsored funerals were still optional, though they had become mandatory 
by the Russo- Japanese War (1904 – 5). However, the memorial landscape after 
the Russo- Japanese War remained heterogeneous and even contested. Be-
tween the conclusion of the Russo- Japanese War in 1905 and the construction 
of the Manchurian chūreitō in the 1930s, related movements in education, 
veterans’ activism, and state Shintō intervened to broadly and deeply natu-
ralize, even in rural Japan, the concepts of dying for nation and emperor, the 
notion of fallen soldiers as “military gods,” and the acceptance of the state’s 
right to preeminence in memorializing death.17 

As the culmination of these trends, the Manchurian chūreitō built after 
1934 were products of central planning for the purpose of war mobilization. 
They combined the normally separate functions of commemorating battles, 
mortuary services, and venerating the nation within single, publicly acces-
sible installations. In addition, these chūreitō, unlike Russo- Japanese War 
monuments, were built during an ongoing conflict with the expectation that 
newly dead soldiers would be interred. Nonetheless, despite the radical dis-
continuities introduced by the chūreitō, the appearance of seamless continu-
ity with the older forms was important to the fascist- era argument for open- 
ended war fought for increasingly abstract (and unattainable) goals. 

The stock phrase “Mongolian- Manchurian life- line” dominated Japanese 
popular discourse in the 1930s, after Matsuoka Yōsuke (1880 – 1946), a parlia-
mentarian, diplomat, and South Manchurian Railway executive, adopted it at 
a January session of the Fifty- Ninth Congress of 1931. This sobriquet implied 
not only that control over Manchuria was necessary for Japan’s preserva-
tion, but also that Japan’s war to secure it began in 1904. Matsuoka’s dictum 
was an important ideological watershed with world- shaking implications. 
The notion that the Russo- Japanese War (1904 – 5) had been fought to de-
fend Manchuria was a minority position at the time of the war itself. In fact, 
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many of Japan’s top politicians were willing to barter to Russia a sphere of 
influence in Manchuria in return for privileged access to Korea in the early 
1900s.18 Nevertheless, student tours to Manchukuo in the late 1930s and early 
1940s disseminated Matsuoka’s version of Japanese history. The tours, which 
included stops in Lüshun, Shinkyō, and Harbin, were organized around the 
fiction that the northern chūreitō near the post- 1931 battlefields were histori-
cal descendants of the war ruins from 1904 and 1905.19 Accordingly, after 1938, 
propaganda adopted a number of graphic devices to link sacrifices on the 
“plains of Manchuria” in 1905 to the war in China in the 1930s. 

The most richly elaborated example, a 1939 series of newspaper articles  
titled “Immortality on the Manchurian Plain: Nine Foundation Stones for  
the Advance of Our Empire,” sutured the two wars together by means of a 
fact- filled chart. Its x-axis (place) listed nine putatively commensurate 
chūreitō in order of completion. The y-axis (time) divided the purported 
thirty- five- year war into five temporal categories: the Russo- Japanese War 
(1904 – 5), the Zhengjiatun Incident (1916), the Siberian Expedition (1918 – 19), 
the Kuanchengzi Incident (1919), and finally, “everything since the Manchu-
rian Incident” (1931 – 39). According to the table’s structuring logic, the cost 
thus paid in Japanese blood spilled on the plains of Manchuria, for the greater 
good of Asia, had equaled 92,763 souls by May 31, 1939. 

It must be emphasized that roughly 83,000 of the 92,783 deaths recorded 
in this table were connected to the Russo- Japanese War (1904 – 5). The re-
mainder, about 10,000 (with minor exceptions), occurred after 1932. The li-
on’s share of fatalities, therefore, were distantly related, if at all, to Japan’s on-
going war in Northeast China ca. 1939. Moreover, the incidents that bridged 
the chasm between the September 1905 Portsmouth Treaty that ended the 
Russo- Japanese War and the September 1931 Mukden Incident that set the 
stage for the Second Sino- Japanese War in 1937 were local dustups or his-
torical dead- ends. The Zhengjiatun (1916) and Kuanchengzi (1919) Incidents 
contributed a paltry 32 Japanese fatalities combined, whereas the concurrent 
Siberian Expedition furnished 118 dead to the grand total. The false equiva-
lencies concealed by this creative accounting in effect elevated minor Taishō- 
era scrapes to the level of modern Japan’s two largest wars, thereby extending 
the origins of the 1930s China quagmire back to the early twentieth century.

The fascist- era tourism industry reinforced the long- war discourse by fea-
turing the architecturally heterogeneous nine foundation stones in dedicated 
postcard sets. As playing cards in a deck, the photographed towers — built at 
different times over a thirty- year span for different purposes and in a variety 
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of architectural styles — were standardized with uniform lithography, light-
ing, and fonts. While the jackets for these postcard sets label the aforemen-
tioned nine foundation stones as chūreitō, the individual Lüshun and An-
dong postcards within the pack are captioned as hyōchūtō.20 Neither of these 
two outliers had been remodeled since the 1900s. These souvenir postcard 
sets thus followed the lead of the home- island chūreitō campaign of 1939 by 
appending the Andong and Lüshun hyōchūtō to the list of chūreitō towers, 
probably to better reflect the geography of battlefield tourism around 1940. 
On the cartographic front, wartime educational materials represented ten 
chūreitō as outposts in a network of functionally equivalent commemorative 
structures, suggesting their affinity if not their fungibility.21 

Loyal- Spirit Towers in Japanese Mass Culture

According to Jonathan M. Reynolds, today’s Japanese parliament (the Diet) 
debuted in 1936 despite decades of debate, planning, and budgeting; it re-
ceived tepid reviews as an unremarkable example of the internationally cir-
culated “stripped classicist” style of its time. Resembling its counterparts in 
liberal, communist, and fascist world capitals, the Diet’s heavy rectilinear 
concrete elements sought “to assure . . . citizens of [the state’s] strength and 
durability . . . [with] a building style which was both modern and somehow 
old” during the global crisis of the 1930s. As Reynolds emphasizes, the 1936 
Diet building was also photogenic.22 This important feature made otherwise 
immoveable and stolid structures portable and open to redefinition, liberat-
ing them from interpretations constrained by environment, function, or even 
the architect’s original intentions. 

Indeed, the chūreitō towers had much in common with Japan’s parliament 
building — a mix of old and new and the aura of permanence. Perhaps most 
signally, however, Manchurian chūreitō were especially fecund sites for pro-
ducing visual propaganda.23 Two of them, located in Dalian and Shenyang, 
shared the Diet building’s aversion to curvilinear and decorative elements. 
In contrast, the Liaoyang, Shinkyō, and Chengde towers accentuated neo- 
Orientalist motifs, exhibiting continuity with the nativist teikan yōshiki (em-
peror’s crown style) movement in 1920s Japan. Two other towers, in Harbin 
and Qiqihar, took yet another tack: as smooth- faced obelisks, these spires 
resembled the Wellington Monument in Dublin or the Washington Monu-
ment in the United States (figure 2.3).

The fact that such patently nationalistic, death- glorifying, and statist 
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monuments exhibited the full range of contestants from Japan’s architec-
tural modernity contests of the early Shōwa period (1926 – 35) suggests that 
we should qualify the entrenched view of Shinkyō’s neo- Orientalist designs 
as “fascist architecture.” David Buck has usefully highlighted the distinction 
between commercial and state architecture in Shinkyō after 1933, noting that 
with the former, grand structures could still include art deco designs and 
other non- Oriental styles into the mid- 1930s.24 Nonetheless, the Harbin and 
Qiqihar chūreitō, both completed in late 1936, were forthrightly noncom-
mercial, pan- Asianist in function, and yet clearly Western in form. The syn-
ergistic relationship between Manchuria’s chūreitō and Japan’s fascist turn, 
in other words, cannot be divined through a visual inspection of the towers’ 
formal properties, but only from their uses in particular times and places. 

Drawings, photographs, paintings, and etchings of the Shinkyō chūreitō, 
in addition to the aforementioned geography textbook, graced notebook cov-
ers, tourist maps, coffee- table books, South Manchuria Railway magazine 
advertisements, and picture postcards.25 Considering the enormous circu-
lation figures for Japanese dailies and propaganda magazines at the time, 
photographs and drawings of chūreitō were, from the central government’s 
viewpoint, likely as efficacious as the physical sites themselves.26 

On the eve of the full- scale land war in China in the summer of 1937, 
the national daily Tokyo Asahi Shinbun printed a photograph of the recently 
completed thirty- seven- meter- tall chūreitō in Qiqihar. The paper’s editors 
framed the image with a typical description of Manchuria’s remoteness, for-
bidding climate, and crimson sunsets.27 Invoking the Soviet Union as an exis-
tential threat, the article referred to Japanese troops in the northern sector as 
a “first line of defense.” In return for care packages from a Tokyo Elementary 
School, Japan’s stalwart defenders of Qiqihar mailed the children a thank- you 
card with six hundred photographs of the tomb of fallen heroes in this deso-
late, frigid land (figure 2.3).28 

The Cabinet Information Bureau’s photographic monthly Shashin shuhō 
also featured chūreitō photographs, whereas its South Manchurian Railway 
advertisements touted them as main attractions for tourism.29 A typical one 
read, “To Manchuria, where the heroic deceased are at rest; in an autumn of 
full- throttle national mobilization, we pay respects on the ground of our ex-
alted ancestors’ spilled blood.”30 In addition, the Shinkyō monument alone 
spurred at least twenty different picture- postcard designs between 1934 and 
1945.31 

Foot traffic was also central to the propagation of the chūreitō gospel of 
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collective sacrifice. The Shinkyō chūreitō commanded a prime location, 
thereby facilitating pilgrimage to the tower from the home islands. The ad-
joining parade grounds accommodated crowds of up to twenty thousand 
people.32 Just after alighting near Shinkyō station, visitors stopped at the 
tower for an “interesting explanation by a female guide,” as one pamphlet 
put it.33 A 1940 bus tour ad suggests the flavor of their scripts. It paid homage 
to the hero of Manchukuo’s founding, Kwantung Army Commander Mutō 
Nobuyoshi. Mutō signed the Japan- Manchukuo accord with Emperor Puyi 
as Japan’s plenipotentiary, commanded operations to annex Rehe in 1933, and 
died of jaundice while at his post on July 27 of the same year. Mutō’s was the 
first soul to be interred at the Shinkyō monument. His successor Hishikari 
Takashi, who lent his calligraphy to the tower, is also mentioned, along with 
the 1,318 who died since the “Manchurian Incident.” The ad also reminded 
tourists of the chūreito’s price tag: 250,000 yen.34 

A fictionalized set of letters from a school- age Japanese settler to his 
parents back in Japan captured the Shinkyō monument’s intended effects 
on a more intimate level. Published in 1944, it was marketed as a “tour” of 
Manchukuo for a youth audience. After visiting Kodama Park (named af-

2.3 “The War Monument Near Completion,” Qiqihar, China. Picture postcard, ca. 1937. 
Image courtesy of the Harvard- Yenching Library, Harvard University. 
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ter a Russo- Japanese War hero), the protagonist approaches the resplendent 
Shinkyō chūreitō. He comments on its “real Manchurian flavor” and its re-
semblance to the Qing imperial tombs in Mukden. General Mutō is invoked 
as the first soldier interred, along with the brave men who fought to secure 
Manchuria in the battles of Nanling and Kuanchengzi. Seeing its height and 
its shiny gold roof tiles, and sensing the weight of history, the student feels 
small. As he takes in the scene, his Manchurian homestay father reminds 
him that Japanese grave markers can be found in cities, the countryside, and 
at every small rail station in Manchukuo — reminders of the high price in 
blood and buried corpses that Japan paid to build such a marvelous country.35 

Japan’s tourist infrastructure, increasingly tilted toward conveying the 
message of sacrifice, funneled by bus some 38,741 tourists to Shinkyō in 
1939 alone. By then, the annual numbers of Japanese visitors to Mukden 
(Shenyang) and Harbin had reached over a million per year, respectively.36 
The former boasted the most “populous” chūreitō: it housed over 35,000 spir-
its from the Russo- Japanese War. The latter was Japan’s tallest, reaching a 
height of sixty- seven meters.37 Manchuria was also a popular destination for 
school trips in Japan in the late 1930s. In 1938 alone, “213 of these groups, with 
a total of 14,024 students,” took advantage of the 50 percent educational dis-
count to visit Manchukuo. The surviving schedule of the Osaka University of 
Foreign Languages tour indicates that the stay in Shinkyō, whose route was 
anchored by the chūreitō and other war monuments, was the longest segment 
of the itinerary.38 

“Sunk Costs” and the War without End

The 1931 Manchurian Incident was ostensibly launched in order to pro-
tect resident Japanese from the “Chinese bandits” who blew up a section of 
the South Manchurian Railway. In reality, Kwantung Army officers set the 
charges themselves. Although Japanese forces were greatly outnumbered in 
Mukden, they attacked an army that was poorly equipped and under orders 
to retreat instead of fight back.39 It was a stretch, therefore, to claim that the 
gunning down of Zhang Xueliang’s troops in the Beidaying barracks was he-
roic. Nonetheless, the anniversary of the September 18 attack was commemo-
rated in festivals, holidays, and rituals attended by hundreds of thousands of 
Japanese residents of Manchukuo.40 

Within two years of the Mukden takeover, Japanese delegates to the League 
of Nations cemented a link between the rout of Beidaying barracks and sei-
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zure of Mukden on September 18, 1931, and the 1904 –5 Russo- Japanese War. 
The delegation’s stout defense of Mukden’s occupation articulated to an in-
ternational audience the “sunk cost” argument for open- ended warfare in 
China:

Japanese interests in Manchuria differ both in character and degree from 
those of any other foreign country. Deep in the mind of every Japanese 
is the memory of their country’s great struggle with Russia in 1904 – 05, 
fought on the plains of Manchuria, at Mukden and Liaoyang . . . and in 
the Liaodong Peninsula. To the Japanese, the war with Russia will ever be 
remembered as a life- and- death struggle fought in self- defense against 
the menace of Russian encroachments. The fact that a hundred thousand 
Japanese soldiers died in this war, and that two billion gold yen were ex-
pended, has created in Japanese minds a determination that these sacri-
fices shall not have been made in vain.41

It is doubtful, however, that sacrifices made during the Russo- Japanese War 
were “deep in the minds” of most Japanese in 1933. Famine in the northeast 
and the recent assassinations of two prime ministers were certainly as press-
ing for this nation of newshounds — and all the more reason for Kwantung 
Army authorities to begin constructing the mammoth Shinkyō tower in 1934. 
The figure of “100,000 dead” in the Russo- Japanese War became a talisman 
for Japanese pan- Asianists until the end of the war, even though it consider-
ably overshot the known total, even when that number was padded with un-
related deaths from the 1930s.

After all- out war with China commenced in July 1937, Japan lost over 
twenty thousand soldiers (but killed many more) during the subsequent bat-
tle for Shanghai. After committing a massacre of epic proportions in Nanjing 
in December, the Japanese government presented conditions for cease- fire 
to the Chinese Nationalists.42 These conditions included China’s formal rec-
ognition of Manchukuo as an independent nation (though in reality it was a 
Japanese puppet state) and a halt to anti- Manchukuo activities. Predictably, 
Chiang Kai- shek’s nationalist government rebuffed these demands. He could 
not surrender territory that had been under Chinese rule for three centuries. 
In response, Prime Minister Konoe Fumimarō issued his “non- recognition” 
declaration of January 16, 1938. The declaration is known in Japanese as “Ko-
kumin seifu o aite to sezu,” or “the Nationalist Government is no longer [re-
garded as] an aite.” To deny a person or party the status of aite is to “refuse 
to deal with, have nothing to do with, ignore, or spurn,” which is to say that 
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Konoe disqualified the ruling Nationalist Party (Guomindang) as China’s le-
gitimate government. The parties in this land war in the heart of the world’s 
largest nation were thus no longer amenable to negotiated settlement.43 

The aite to sezu posture vis- à- vis China’s government in the late 1930s dif-
fered from official and popular views of Russia during the earlier war. John 
Dower’s pioneering study of woodblock prints shows that Japanese artists por-
trayed Russians as people capable of heroism, self- sacrifice, and suffering — 
 in sharp contrast to their dehumanizing portraits of Qing subjects in art of 
the Sino- Japanese War (1894 – 95).44 After the Russo- Japanese War, in June 
1908, the Japanese government dedicated a large mausoleum in Lüshun to the 
Russian dead. Historian Aaron Cohen described the scene: “Officials from 
both countries celebrated together in an atmosphere of mutual respect and 
admiration. General Gerngros led a ‘hurrah’ from Russian troops in honor 
of the Japanese emperor and his ‘excellent’ army, while General Nogi and 
Japanese soldiers cried ‘banzai.’ ”45 Moreover, the meeting place where Gen-
eral Stöessler surrendered Port Arthur to General Nogi, called the “Suishiei 
Negotiation Site,” was commemorated with a stone monument, preserved 
historical site, and group portrait, and it was a regular stop on the 1920s “Lüs-
hun Battle Ruins” sightseeing course.46 Russia was a threat, an adversary, and 
even a bullying power, but its military commanders and negotiators were re-
garded, diplomatically and mnemonically, as aite, which means “companion, 
partner, opponent, rival, or interlocutor.”

More importantly, the parity- denying implications of the aite to sezu for-
mulation vis- à- vis China found an analogue in the Japanese citizenry’s sub-
ordination to the throne. The chū in chūreitō, after all, stands for “loyalty” to 
Japan’s royal house and imperial bloodline.47 As Julia Thomas underscores 
in chapter 7, by the late 1930s, any theory of Japan’s political identity that 
deviated from an organicist conception of the Japanese body politic, cen-
tered on the emperor, was considered heterodox and punishable. Thus, as 
crowds of mourners, tourists, celebrants, and functionaries assembled be-
fore the chūreitō, they were diminished before the apotheosized defenders 
of the family- state — both named heroes such as Mutō and Hishikari, and 
thousands of anonymous fallen soldiers. If such postures felt forced, wrong- 
headed, or even silly, doubters could do little to push back effectively.

To put it in another way, if chūreitō discourse had merely abetted the dehu-
manization of the enemy or the packaging of belligerence as holy war, it could 
hardly be labeled “fascist.” These tactics were operative before the fascist era 
and have been staples of war mobilization in capitalist, communist, and an-
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ticolonial states up to the time of this writing. The chūreitō and the tropes it 
concretized were agents of fascist culture because they advanced a discourse 
that blunted, if not eradicated, opportunities to launch coordinated opposi-
tion. In imperial fascist regimes — be they Italian, German, or Japanese —  
civil society collapses along numerous fronts. Their subjects thus destroy, 
while being robbed of, the means to stop genocidal and self- destructive wars 
from within. 

The Taishō era (1912 – 26) began with a constitutional crisis sparked by 
public opposition to the military’s overreach into civilian politics. The period 
also witnessed successful rollbacks of military budgets and a greatly enlarged 
civil society and electorate. The extent to which the Taishō era can be consid-
ered “liberal” has been hotly debated because of repressive measures such as 
the Peace Preservation Law of 1925.48 Nonetheless, in 1921, the famous avatar of 
Taishō Democracy, Yoshino Sakuzō, publicly took exception to “a system . . .  
which allows anyone to become a god as long as he dies at war, whether he 
was a libertine or good- for- noting while alive.”49 The following year, a wire 
service post with a December 9, 1922, Tokyo dateline reported that “the popu-
lar swing in Japan against militarism is going to the extreme, so much so that 
the army is put on the defensive . . . . Objections are being voiced to some of 
the more prominent and famous monuments commemorating Japanese vic-
tories on land and sea. . . . One famous monument in Tokyo, erected to honor 
a hero of the Russo- Japanese War, is soon to be removed to make way for a 
street car track.”50 It is hard to imagine such public expressions of skepticism 
in the mid- 1930s, a period characterized by stifling political oppression and a 
public culture of soldier reverence that shaded into uncritical hero worship. 

Technowar, Didacticism, and Censorship

As the bodies from the China quagmire piled up, the literature and para-
phernalia promoting chūreitō began to quote precise Japanese casualty to-
tals. Initially, death counts were given in whole numbers. A 1934 newspaper 
announcing the dedication of the Shinkyō chūreitō provided a figure of “a 
little over 2800 brave warriors” interred.51 Kenneth Ruoff quotes a figure of 
2,900 for the same monument in his important study of fascist- era imperial 
culture.52 These figures do not jibe with subsequent numbers, such as the 
1,318 mentioned in the 1940 bus tour ad cited above. More importantly, a new 
form of numerical reporting was ascending — one that evidenced an obses-
sion with body counts as a measure of the state’s investment in securing peace 
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in Asia. Eerily prescient of the U.S. body count mentality in Vietnam in the 
1960s, the Japanese thirst for clarity on this front belied the absence of other 
measurable criteria for progress in the war.53 

The press release for a mass- interment ceremony on the fifth anniversary 
of the Mukden Incident, held on September 18, 1936, claimed that 1,569 sol-
diers who had been killed in action were being memorialized at the Shinkyō, 
Harbin, Mukden, and Qiqihar chūreitō. General Hishikari Takashi’s August 
1939 newspaper op- ed, published to whip up support for transplanting the 
Manchurian chūreitō system to the home islands, put the Shinkyō monu-
ment’s body count at 1,173 souls. A 1939 newspaper report on the Harbin mon-
ument announced that “we have newly welcomed those brave warriors who 
sacrificed for the foundation of Manchukuo: 522 souls in 1937; 726 souls in 
1938; and at the spring ceremony in 1939, we newly welcomed 496 souls from 
Lieutenants downward for a total 3,523 souls altogether.” Each of these ex-
amples supplies a precise date to end the accounting period for each statis-
tic.54 The temporality undergirding these reports was purely actuarial, de-
void of reference to strategic or tactical gains during the war. The debt paid 
in Japanese sweat and blood to secure the peace of Asia was thereby visibly 
compounded, presumably to accrue interest for the foreseeable future. By 
one reckoning, the number of deaths since the outbreak of the Manchurian 
Incident reached 24,141 by its eighth anniversary on September 18, 1939.55 Ac-
cording to another count dated May 31, 1939, some 9,724 of those killed since 
September 18, 1931, were enshrined in nine Manchurian chūreitō.56 

Mukden gave its name to both the largest battle of the Russo- Japanese 
War (commemorated as a March 10, 1905, event) and the opening battle of 
the Manchurian Incident on September 18, 1931. It was therefore a pivotal site 
for the chūreitō movement. Because the revamped tower at Mukden, com-
plete with a large parade ground and Shintō gate, had been in place since 
1925, it could host throngs of Japanese residents and soldiers for a ceremony 
on October 23, 1931, less than two months after the invasion.57 This date was 
the national day for summoning the spirits at Yasukuni Shrine and into the 
1940s would remain one of two main annual chūreitō ceremonies in Mukden. 
Millions of imperial subjects across the empire participated, experiencing not 
only the synchronicity inherent in a militarized ritual calendar, but also near 
real- time coordination of bodily movements and auditory sensations via ra-
dio broadcasts, which had greatly expanded the reach of chūreitō ceremonies 
in the home islands and in Manchukuo in the 1930s.

The other annual ceremony at the Mukden chūreitō commemorated the 
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last major land battle of the Russo- Japanese War, which became national 
Army Day (March 10). A series of snapshots from a 1935 celebration, taken by 
U.S. Vice Consul Gerald Warner, documents a carnivalesque Army Day cel-
ebration replete with cross- dressing, exuberant patriotism, and anti- Russian 
caricatures on floats.58 Although the proceedings occurred in the shadow of 
the Mukden chūreitō, celebrants’ behavior can easily be imagined as going 
off script, not unlike the urban crowds described in Andrew Gordon’s study 
of working- class culture during the same period.59 Accordingly, publishers 
and censors labored to remind Japanese subjects that chūreitō visits were oc-
casions for revering soldiers and committing spiritually to the ongoing war 
against China.

One striking example came in the form of a picture postcard (figure 2.4). 
In counterpoint to the scenes of carnival recorded by Consul Warner’s cam-
era, it reminds viewers that the Mukden chūreitō stood in remembrance of 
Chinese treachery, national peril, and collective sacrifice. The postcard im-
age mashed up a photograph of billowing smoke and destroyed rail track on 
the South Manchurian Railroad at Liutiaogou with a drawing of the Mukden 
chūreitō. It explained that the railway explosion that occurred suddenly at 
Liutiaogou outside of the walled city of Mukden on the evening of 18 Septem-
ber 1931, in due course, became a big event in world history. The Manchurian 
Incident broke out, and in the blink of an eye, clamors of “let’s guard our life-
line to the death” reached high and low and spread like the wind. 

Going forth to conquer in faraway lands, our imperial army’s might is kin-
dled by righteousness to assure easy victory against overwhelming numbers. 
On the wide frigid plains of Manchuria’s borderlands, and the torrid estuar-
ies of Jiangnan [southern China], precious blood is spilled daily, despite our 
success in the violent and strenuous fighting. Now, with many difficulties at 
home and abroad, the establishment of everlasting peace in the Orient rests 
upon the shoulders of our imperial soldiers.

Using less florid language, the postcard in figure 2.5 instructed visitors in 
proper comportment at a chūreitō. A pilgrim demonstrates correct and def-
erential behavior, exhorting, “This is the way you express reverence to the 
soldiers who fell for the sake of our nation.”

A late 1930s ethics textbook for Japanese children in Manchukuo echoed 
the aforementioned picture postcards, explaining that passersby should face 
the chūreitō and bow to show thanks for the sacrifices of the soldiers who 
died so that they could live happily in Manchukuo. The chūreitō section of 
the primer was preceded by detailed instructions on how to walk, bow, and 
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clap at Shintō shrines.60

In addition to the mass ceremonies and didactic texts that strove to keep 
behavior and ideation regarding the mute chūreitō on track, censorship and 
photography restrictions helped ensure that alternative imagery, such as that 
contained in Consul Warner’s unpublished 1935 photo album, did not chal-
lenge fascist orthodoxy. As the war in China became more severe, restrictive 
versions of the Fortified Area Laws encroached on the visual culture of battle-
field tourism and the depiction of chūreitō. After 1938, all guidebooks, post-
cards, and albums of scenic spots in the empire’s port cities, harbors, ancient 
battlegrounds, and transportation hubs were stamped with permits from 
the Fortified Zone Authority Command censors.61 Late 1930s and early 1940s 
tourist guides for Manchukuo carefully outline the constraints on photogra-
phy, commanding tourists to put their cameras away in the fortified zones, 
which included almost all tourist sites. This combination of censorship and 
prohibition left officially sanctioned image- producers with a near monopoly 
on the production of chūreitō iconography. 

The model city Shinkyō was built at breakneck speed in 1933 and 1934, 

2.4 “Mukden Chūreitō and the Manchurian Incident,” Liutiaogou, China. Picture 
postcard, ca. 1931. Image courtesy of the Harvard- Yenching Library, Harvard University. 
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but as of 1940 the capital remained a half- built construction site because the 
imperial war effort drained resources.62 As for the monuments themselves, 
material shortfalls prompted Army directives for wooden grave markers on 
the home islands; chūreitō construction in Manchukuo ceased in 1942.63 Al-
though advocates boasted in 1939 that the chūreitō would stand forever, when 
the Soviets poured over the border on August 9, 1945, the Kwantung Army 
had already abandoned the Japanese settlers and their sacred ossuaries to 
the liberated Chinese and the invading Red Army. In the name of postwar 
international diplomacy, the government in Tokyo made no effort to trans-
ship the charred remains back to the home islands.64 This ignominious end 

2.5 “War Memorial: 
Shinkyō Comics,” 
Changchun, China. 
Picture postcard, ca. 
1940. Courtesy of the 
Rupnow Collection. 
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to the once vaunted “Nine Foundation Stones to Advance the Empire” was 
well reflected in the 1945 textbook graphic that opens this chapter (figure 2.1). 
It depicts Shinkyō’s darkened tower with no communicants, no crowds. The 
chūreitō’s iconic silhouette may have signaled another round of mass funer-
als to its war- weary audience, but the black clouds on its horizon suggest that 
at least a few propagandists in Tokyo had, by the winter of 1944 – 45, stopped 
trying to conceal the futility of a strategy that aimed to recover the sunk costs 
of war by continuing to feed the towers of death. 
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