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JAPAN’S WAR WITHOUT PICTURES 

Normalizing Fascism

Julia Adeney Thomas

Curiously, Japan’s Fifteen- Year War (1931 – 45) was largely a war without pic-
tures. The extraordinary fact is that few photographs of stirring civic events 
or genuine military valor appeared in domestic magazines, books, and post-
ers.1 Although the state demanded ever- greater popular support for the im-
perial cause, only rarely were people goaded by heroic imagery of national 
leaders and battlefield bravery. Japan’s emperor was nearly invisible and the 
war itself appeared primarily as a series of choreographed nonincidents and 
bloodless staged performances. This strange quietness prompted me to re-
visit the question of whether Japan could be considered fascist because fas-
cism is generally seen as a dramatic break with the past. If fascism requires 
a charismatic new leader, a self- styled fascist party, and the overthrow of the 
old government all feverishly celebrated in visual culture, then imperial Ja-
pan was not fascist. The Shōwa emperor reigned from 1926 to 1989, the Meiji 
constitution of 1890 remained in place without amendment until after the 
war, and no “single mass party along the lines of Hitler’s Nazis” arose.2 Un-
dramatic wartime photography might be seen as underscoring the lack of 
rupture in Japan’s polity, a lack that has allowed scholars to separate Japan’s 
experience from fascism in Europe.3

Nonetheless, I propose that the scholarly stress on overt, sudden institu-
tional change accompanied by dramatic imagery is misplaced as the key to 
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understanding fascism’s rise. A model based solely on Italian and German 
experiences is not universalizable. Japan and Japanese photography show that 
fascism need not involve revolution, but can emerge instead through redefini-
tion. Or, to put it another way, the Japanese case demonstrates that a revolu-
tionary transformation of the state can be achieved incrementally as radical 
right- wing nationalists outside the government compel conservative nation-
alists within it to embrace their ideas and desires. 

Gradually redefining institutions and ideology in the service of height-
ened nationalism, aggressive war, and naturalized authority can suffocate a 
liberal democratic society at least as effectively as violent overthrow. Popu-
lar dedication to the nation can be aroused by celebrating its eternal glories 
rather than some new vision of collective glory. Redefinition also has the tac-
tical benefit for fascists of not signaling a decisive moment when their power 
grab can be contested.4 If we understand fascism in this way, it becomes pos-
sible to see how it can emerge through established state institutions without 
overturning them. When fascism arises without a radical break and, as hap-
pened in Japan, in reaction to the challenge posed by ultraright factions (uy-
oku) claiming to be more patriotic than their patriotic leaders, those in power 
stress continuity as a means of stabilizing their authority.5 This velvet- gloved 
fascism is perhaps the most difficult form to guard against because no obvi-
ous moment of contestation arises; no emergency compels action; no crisis 
crystallizes dissent. In depicting a polity without change and a war without 
pictures, Japanese photographs help us to understand this insidious right- 
wing infiltration. Where better to see an event that wishes to efface its event-
fulness than in a still image? 

Here I explore three aspects of Japan’s war without pictures. First, I con-
sider the “imperial fascism,” in Andrew Gordon’s phrase, that arose in re-
sponse to more radical right- wing demands for direct imperial authority in 
the early 1930s and culminated in the February 26 (1936) Incident. Second, I 
survey the military- authorized images portraying the expanding war in Asia 
without battles or blood. Third, I show that official censors worked through 
the government- sponsored photographers’ guild to undermine photogra-
phy’s prerogative to represent reality and its capacity to convey artistic ex-
pression. As a result, photography became stranded in a no man’s land be-
tween reality and representation with no claim to truth of any kind, neither 
conveying facts nor expressing the photographer’s aesthetic vision. Photog-
raphy’s critical capacities were effectively neutralized. 

These three approaches to Japan’s war without pictures help us to place the 
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events there in relation to fascism elsewhere, making visible the similarities. 
As Gordon makes clear, much in Japan echoed Italian and German fascism: 
“economic crisis, intense polarization of left and right, intense conflicts in 
industrial workplaces and rural society, and murderous right- wing terror. In 
each case a perception took root among intellectuals and the political elite 
that a cultural malaise gripped the nation. Fear spread that established gen-
der roles were breaking down. Elite and popular opinion in each case held 
that Anglo- American power blocked the nation’s legitimate international as-
pirations to empire.”6 But unlike Italy and Germany, Japanese military, bu-
reaucratic, and capitalist elites remained in charge through these revolution-
ary changes. Their fascism through redefinition required that the energies 
transforming the nation be absorbed within a larger vision of national con-
tinuity. Real change, a true revolution, a “state of exception” (in Nazi legal 
scholar Carl Schmitt’s phrase) occurred, but it was coded as nonrevolution-
ary, as a “state of unexception.” Photography was used to mask change, not 
reveal it. 

Revolution by Redefinition

Those of us in love with words — and I count myself among them — sometimes  
forget the art of looking. So, first I want simply to look at an image I take to 
be emblematic of Japanese fascism (figure 7.1). We see here a winter scene at 
dusk, or perhaps at dawn. There are three partial figures and the suggestion 
of a fourth. All seem to be men; two wear fedoras and the third, the figure 
to the right, wears something like a bowler hat. They look tensed against the 
cold. All have their backs to us and face a snowy field, which has the charac-
teristics of Japanese public parks with their uninviting swards and semicir-
cular garden- edging. The old, hand- lettered sign warns visitors that there’s 
no throughway. Uncharacteristic of Japanese parks are the looping strands of 
barbed wire along what might be a street curb. A couple of moveable wooden 
barricades off to the right side also hint that trespass would be unwelcome, 
but these are hardly formidable deterrents. 

Formally, the composition of the image reinforces the tension of the men’s 
bodies. What attracts my notice time and time again (in the Barthesian way 
of the punctum) is the awkward angle of the man’s foot to the right. I won-
der if he is turning to go, tired of watching, or if he is bracing himself against 
some unseen threat. The indefiniteness of that posture is echoed by the ambi-
guity of the bowed tree trunk melding with the human figure on the left, like 
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something out of Ovid. There too, a shoe is silhouetted. These shapes, along 
with the slight tilt of the massive figure closest to the camera, respond uneas-
ily to the twin discs of sun and stop sign. These circles form the enigmatic 
double center of the composition. They are both light and dark, the celestial 
symbol of the sun- descended emperor and the quotidian symbol of state au-
thority. It is tempting to push the symbolics even further and toy with the 
idea that the emperor is represented by a distorted sun, enlarged on the hori-
zon by the atmosphere’s thickness, or by a false sun that hasn’t yet risen but 
is reflected upward, or even by a mirage created by the photographer’s lens.7 
In any case, this uncommanding center of sun and sign, at odds even with 
itself, barely holds the composition together. The tension among the off- kilter 
points of interest threatens to dissolve the image’s perilous compositional 
balance. This photograph makes me hold my breath, waiting for movement.

Of all the tens of thousands of photographs made during Japan’s Fifteen- 
Year War, why choose this one as exemplary? I do so because I think it helps 
us understand the nature of Japanese fascism despite its lack of overt political 
content: it shows us tension, rather than illustrating what we already know 

7.1 Kuwabara Kineo, Kōjimachi- ku, Babasakimon, Ni ni roku jiken tōji, 1936  
(At the time of the February 26 Incident, Babasakimon, Kōjimachi- ku, 1936).  
Courtesy of Kuwabara Kineo.
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about political clashes through texts. I want to treat the image itself — this one 
and others — as a source of knowledge, as a locus for producing understand-
ing, not a means of illustrating an understanding achieved through other me-
dia. Ultimately I will fail at this. We cannot do without words, but we can do 
more without them than we recognize. In this case we see little that is readily 
identifiable as violent or militaristic. The park might be a construction site; 
no massed crowd gathers; no one seems to be in charge. Tension hovers in the 
air, reinforced by the composition, but nothing is happening. It is this seem-
ing noneventfulness that I want us to see first and foremost: the tense quiet 
of this image, the way it teeters between centripetal and centrifugal energies.

If I now move to words and give you the name of the photographer, Ku-
wabara Kineo (1913 – 2007), and the title of the photograph, “At the time of the 
February 26 Incident, Babasakimon, Kōjimachi- ku, 1936,” we leave the im-
age as image and begin to create the linguistic net that pulls this still into the 
linearity of narratives and arguments. The “ni- ni- roku jiken,” or February 26 
Incident, was an uprising of the kōdōha (Imperial Way Faction) of the Japa-
nese army hoping to overwhelm the ostensibly more moderate tōseiha (Con-
trol Faction).8 It was not the first outbreak of radical right- wing groups. As-
sorted uyoku organizations had left a bloody trail, assassinating government 
and business leaders, since the May 15 Incident of 1932 and the Blood Pledge 
Corps (Ketsumeidan) killings of the same year. But the February 26 Incident 
was in many ways the culmination of extragovernmental ultra nationalism.9 
A group of more than 1,400 soldiers seized control of downtown Tokyo 
and executed several high- ranking government officials, including Finance 
Minister Takahashi Korekiyo (1854 – 1936), who had cut military spending; 
Lord Privy Seal Saitō Makoto (1858 – 1936), who had served as an admiral, 
as governor- general of Korea, and as prime minister; and the moderate In-
spector General of Military Education Watanabe Jōtarō (1874 – 1936). They 
also attacked, wounded, and killed others. Prime Minister Okada Keisuke 
(1868 – 1952) barely escaped with his life when the hapless revolutionaries mis-
takenly murdered his brother- in- law instead of him.10 After this slaughter, 
the insurrectionary officers then called for a Shōwa Restoration in which the 
Shōwa emperor would take direct military control and establish a glorious 
era for imperial Japan.11 The immediate response was muted. Martial law 
was declared, but the uprising was not instantly suppressed. For three days, 
Tokyo held its breath. 

The rebels, with their distrust of the leftist tendencies of the urban work-
ing class, made no attempt to spark popular enthusiasm in Tokyo or to con-
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test the prohibition against publications written by soldiers.12 No pamphlets 
were disseminated, and the radio station went unmolested.13 In fact, as Yo-
shimi Yoshiaki argues, “people felt a strong antagonism toward the young 
officers who had perpetrated the February 26 incident and toward the army 
authorities who used them in an attempt to secure hegemony.”14 Eventually, 
after a three- day wait, when no backing came from imperial, financial, or na-
val circles, the mutineers were labeled as such and other armed forces were 
brought in to quell them.15 Nineteen of the young officers, along with civil-
ian ideologue Kita Ikki (1883 – 1937), whose writings had inspired them, were 
executed on August 19, but most soldiers were simply reassigned to other 
units.16 Had this group succeeded, Japan might have experienced something 
more akin to the revolutionary fascisms of Italy and Germany. Instead, the 
state simultaneously moved to crack down on these extreme patriots and be-
came more extreme in its aims, embracing the renegades’ hopes as their own. 

Kuwabara’s photograph reveals three qualities that would help define the 
nonrevolutionary fascism in Japan after 1936. First, the photograph’s lack of 
a strong central focus suggests the lack of a strong leader. The sun, an impe-
rial symbol, is distant, decentered, and mediated by a stop sign. The Shōwa 
emperor likewise rarely took center stage. A barely visible public presence, 
he seldom appeared in person or in photographs. Even the government’s of-
ficial magazine, Shashin shūhō (Photographic weekly report), published only 
thirty- five different photographs of Hirohito in the long years between 1937 
and 1945.17 Second, Kuwabara’s image displays the tensions between cen-
trifugal and centripetal forces in its composition, echoing the contending 
impulses pulling at the polity even as its rightward tilt became more pro-
nounced. Third, the photograph’s hesitant figures embody the position of the 
people. They appear wary but susceptible to the general atmosphere just as 
Japanese subjects would ultimately embrace imperial fascism as it slithered 
into place after the February 26 Incident. In showing us these qualities, Ku-
wabara lets us see Japanese fascism taking hold of power. 

The February 26 Incident marks the defeat of the fascist movement in 
Japan, but not the defeat of fascism.18 The elites harnessed its revolutionary 
impulses by redefining the state. That redefinition had been several years in 
the making, most notably with the 1935 tennō kikansetsu jiken, or “Emperor 
Organ Theory” incident, when the standard interpretation of the Meiji Con-
stitution was overthrown. What happened was this: the aging legal scholar 
Minobe Tatsukichi (1873 – 1948), serving in the House of Peers, was verbally 
and physically attacked for supposedly having committed lèse- majesté be-
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cause he had taken the position — one perfectly unobjectionable in previous 
decades — that the emperor was an “organ of the state” and thus part of its 
constitutional framework.19 Minobe was vanquished, attacked by right- wing 
thugs, wounded, sent to the hospital, and dismissed from public life by the 
radical Right and its media allies. Their victory elevated the emperor above 
the constitution, transcending yet embodying the nation. This new version 
of the polity helped inspire the February 26 revolt, appealing to the emperor 
to assert his authority directly, freeing himself from his advisers. In response, 
the elite within military, bureaucratic, and industrial circles defended their 
own authority by suppressing the uprising while channeling its revolutionary 
energies through a redefined state. In so doing, they managed to have both 
worlds — a new order and an old order simultaneously — with themselves in 
charge.20 Continuity was the grounds of their legitimacy, even while they 
perpetrated dramatic change. The crucial point here is that Japan’s imperial 
fascism arose in reaction to liberal democracy, left- wing socialist and com-
munist efforts, and the Far Right revolutionaries at home in an increasingly 
tense international atmosphere.21 

War’s Indecisive Moments

Visualizing this stealthy fascism required different measures from those used 
by revolutionary fascist regimes. Take, for instance, mass spectacle. The chal-
lenge confronting the Japanese leadership was similar to that of Mussolini 
and Hitler in “funneling the energies of a glorified national body (whether 
the Volk or the Yamato race) into a quest for military hegemony, autarchic 
economic empire, and an antidemocratic, hierarchic new political and eco-
nomic order at home,” as Andrew Gordon argues, yet Japan’s efforts were 
encoded as emanations of an immutable empire.22 Instead of celebrating the 
recent advent of the fascist nation, Japan celebrated political continuum. This 
difference is clear when we compare national celebrations by the three Axis 
powers. In Italy, Benito Mussolini (1883 – 1945) opened with great fanfare the 
“Exhibition of the Fascist Revolution” in 1932 to mark the tenth anniversary 
of his nation’s heroic rebirth. Likewise, Adolph Hitler (1889 – 1945) descended 
from the clouds in the Nuremberg Rallies to mark Germany’s new era. Italy 
and Germany glorified new beginnings. By contrast, in 1940, Emperor Hi-
rohito presided over commemorations of the twenty- sixth centennial of the 
Empire of Japan marking the 660 bce descent of Jimmu, grandson of the 
sun goddess Amaterasu. As Kenneth Ruoff says, “The ancient nature and 
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fundamental continuity of Japan’s polity, however imagined this narrative of 
nation might have been, was the dominant theme in the 2,600th anniversary 
celebrations.”23 Huge rallies in Tokyo cheered the ceaseless state, not its birth.

Visually, Japan’s New Order (shin taisei) was made continuous with its an-
cient past even in mundane ways.24 A wartime cigarette package, for instance, 
displayed Jimmu, the mythical first emperor, with rounded legs modeled on 
haniwa, the burial statuary from the kofun  era (third to the sixth century ce), 
surveying a map of the Asian continent on which red marks Japan’s expand-
ing dominion.25 Time is collapsed. All eternity — mythical, archaeological, 
and contemporary — is on show on a pack of smokes. 

Under the cover of this hallucinatory continuity, the Japanese polity was 
transformed. The Diet became peripheral. Independent organizations of 
workers, tenant farmers, women’s rights groups, businesses, political par-
ties, and professional associations (including photographers) were dissolved. 
People were linked to the state and the emperor through vast, expanding 
state- sponsored networks such as the Imperial Rule Assistance Association 
working through neighborhood associations (tonarigumi), the Greater Japan 
Women’s Association, and the Greater Japan Imperial Rule Assistance Youth 
Corps. Beyond the home islands, the Second Sino- Japanese War, sparked by 
the Marco Polo Bridge Incident (Rokōkyō Jiken) on July 7, 1937, unleashed 
horrors of astounding magnitude offstage; in 1941, the Pacific war erupted 
with attacks on America and European allies. Yet despite this eventfulness, 
the Japanese polity had to be seen as noneventful so as to override any mo-
ment of resistance from the Left, from liberals, and from the ultraright.

The political imperative of “fascism through redefinition” posed particu-
lar challenges for Japanese photographers. Talented and technologically as-
tute as they were, they were still beholden to a relatively new medium that 
could claim no primal association with the Japanese archipelago.26 Moreover, 
this medium, through the mechanism of the camera, extracts particular mo-
ments and fixes them on film. In other words, instead of purveying eternity 
in the way that stone carvings might, cameras underscore the play of time, 
with each photograph “a clock for seeing.”27 A medium dedicated to “the 
decisive moment” was not ideal for conveying the sense that nothing was 
happening.28 

Yet Japanese photographers took seriously their patriotic duty within the 
new order — their shin taisei ni okeru shashinka no ninmu, as noted photog-
raphy critic Ina Nobuo (1898 – 1978) called it — and overcame photography’s 
alliance with temporality. Insistently, through subject matter, framing, and 
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printing techniques, they found ways to harmonize the instant with forever-
ness.29 Even in the contingent and action- filled arena of the battlefield, time 
was stilled. The government, especially the Cabinet Information Bureau 
(Naikaku Jōhō Kyoku), sought to direct photographers in this patriotic ef-
fort through sponsorship, informal guidance, some overt censorship, and the 
creation of a photographers’ guild to which all had to belong. Well- known 
photographers were commissioned by the military to tour battlefields. Name-
less military photographers provided images for the illustrated press. In Janu-
ary 1941, the riot of photographically illustrated publications was reduced to 
a small, manageable number both to conserve resources and to orchestrate 
patriotism through greater guidance and control. 

The results were war images of astonishing quietude. The photographs 
sent back to the home islands from military units on the continent seldom 
celebrated gallantry, glory, exceptional courage, fortitude, high emotion, or 
war’s bracing demands. They rarely depicted or even referenced actual fight-
ing; the enemy was usually completely out of sight; and the photographer 
himself almost always remained at a distance from his subjects. If our mea-
sure of successful war photography is the dramatic work of antifascist pho-
tographer Robert Capa (1913 – 54) or Soviet photojournalist Dimitri Balter-
mants (1912 – 90), then Japanese war photographers failed. Theirs was a style 
of image- making dedicated, or so it would seem, not to the decisive moment 
but to the indecisive moment. Although it was not literally a war without pic-
tures, Japan’s war appeared as a dampened, dull affair. 

For instance, during an official mission to occupied Manchuria in 1940, 
Kuwabara Kineo made Japanese troops look almost like lost boys on a 
scouting trip (figure 7.2). The bedraggled line of marchers appears to have 
no particular goal. Moreover, the troops’ awkward postures are emphasized 
by the awkward distance between them and the camera. Another example 
from the same army- sponsored propaganda tour also shows the troops 
standing in a haphazard line at a remove from the camera, this time facing 
the photographer while a frisky puppy digs in the muck in the foreground. In 
contrast to Robert Capa’s famous dictum, “If your picture isn’t good enough, 
you’re not close enough,” Kuwabara withdraws from his military subjects, 
standing far enough back to transform his war photographs into landscapes. 
The army commissioned and approved Kuwabara’s photographs, publishing 
them in Manshu Shōwa ju- go nen (Manchuria 1940), despite the fact that they  
make no effort to depict individual heroism, the consequences of Japan’s 
invasion in 1931 that led to its exit from the League of Nations, or the creation 
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of the new puppet state of Manchukuo, nominally under Puyi, the last Qing 
emperor. In fact, they were valued because they show eventlessness. Nothing 
much is happening at the edge of empire.30

This distanced stance was also adopted by embedded, unnamed military 
photographers whose images appeared in authorized general- interest maga-
zines. For example, the February 11, 1942, issue of Asahi gurafu published two 
shots of troops trailing through in the snow (figure 7.3). Both the top and bot-
tom images have a rhythmic elegance, like calligraphic strokes on rice paper. 
Both use distance to fuse the thin lines of the patrolling army with the vast 
wilderness of ice and snow. Here too troops become landscape, and national 
goals merge with nature. Compared with the commercial energy radiating 

7.2 Kuwabara Kineo, 
Manshu Showa Ju- Go 
Nen [Manchuria in 
Showa 15 (1940)] (Tokyo: 
Shōbunsha, 1974), 189. 
The caption reads “159 
Kokyōton tetsudō- airo- 
mura ken [Near the 
railroad depot village of 
Kokyoton].” 
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from the advertisement on the adjoining page, the war appears enervated. 
Given that these photographs depict the start of the grisly Aleutian Islands 
campaign, their quietness seems insistently at odds with the situation’s dra-
matic dangers. Almost all these men would be dead by year’s end. 

Calling these images “dull” is not simply my projection onto the past. As 
I have demonstrated elsewhere, there is no guarantee that our interpreta-
tion of a photograph today will resemble the way it was seen at the time it 
was taken.31 So, it follows that I have to verify that during the war, Japanese 
also found such wartime images uninspiring. As far as the evidence shows, 
they did. For instance, in 1943, the head of the official photographers’ guild, 
Domon Ken (1909 – 90), pronounced wartime images “boring.”32 Court pho-
tographer Ikegami Shirō also recalled the articles and photographs of those 
years as dull. Reminiscing in 1947, Ikegami wrote, “To tell the truth, it prob-
ably wasn’t me alone who, two or three years ago, upon seeing a headline of 
an article on the Imperial Family, didn’t feel like reading further. No matter 

7.3 Asahi gurafu, no. 973 (July 15, 1942): 2 – 3. The caption for the photographs on the  
left reads, “Special troops advance through a large snowy valley on the island of Attu.”  
On the right is an advertisement for Matsuda lamps, declaring “Matsuda” to be the 
“Trademark of Choice.” 
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how much honorific language I read, it didn’t evoke any reaction at all.”33 Ja-
pan’s way of visualizing fascism responded to the political exigencies of that 
state, trying to lull people into complacency about their inevitable war under 
the aegis of an inevitable state. A dulling “state of unexception” settled over 
the country. 

Neither Art nor Reality: Photography as National Spirit

In 1940, the year leading up to the government’s consolidation of domes-
tic photography magazines, a dispute (ronsō) broke out among the ranks of 
Japanese photographers concerning their duty to the state. At issue was the 
relation between art as a craft and politics as an imperative. Was it possible 
to serve both? On the one hand, Ina Nobuo (1898 – 1978), long a leading critic 
in the Japanese photography world, argued quite subtly that a photographer 
could be true both to his craft and to the nation. Serving the regime was not, 
he said, a matter of merely “communicating” (iu) the right subject matter but 
a matter of “leading” (michibiku) intellectually, emotionally, and sensually. 
To lead in this way required a self- aware practice that was cognizant of both 
method and message, technique and topic. Personal talent and patriotism 
were not at odds. In making this point, Ina insisted that “the difference be-
tween journalism (hōdōsei) and art (geijutsu) is a non- issue.”34 A honed aes-
thetic was a necessary component of good reportage (hōdōshashin); elevating 
the nation required a purposive art (mokuteki geijutsu). 

Photographer Domon Ken responded with his characteristic bluster to 
Ina’s proposals, accusing the critic of lacking patriotic zeal and “ignoring 
the superiority of politics over culture.”35 Railing against “theory” (riron), 
Domon rooted patriotic photography in ethnic identity and passion.36 Being 
Japanese, it seems, was enough for a photographer to produce photographs 
conveying the spirit of Japan (Nippon seishin). “Theory,” on the other hand, 
always requires self- reflection and as such threatens to expose the contin-
gency of the status quo. As other participants in the dispute pointed out, 
Domon had misread Ina’s true patriotism, but government officials oversee-
ing photographic publications shared Domon’s insistence on the primacy of 
ethnicity and his suspicion of mindful craft. Through their efforts, photogra-
phy was effaced as a self- aware aesthetic practice with the capacity to convey 
the conditions of empire. Patriotism alone mattered. The distance between 
image and reality, like the distance between state and subject, was to be ig-
nored for the sake of unquestionable and inevitable unity. All too often, the 
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resulting photograph was a mediocre muddle, neither aesthetic expression 
nor honest documentation. Even discussing how better techniques might 
produce stronger, more effective propaganda raised suspicion because it im-
plied contending alternatives and the possibility of choice. 

The officials in the Cabinet Information Bureau managed to obfuscate  
photography’s capacities as both art and reportage in several ways: publica-
tions dedicated to the discussion of photographic technique were limited, pleas 
for more deliberately artful propaganda were suppressed, and the govern-
ment itself sponsored images that turned the war into theater — melodramatic  
kitsch rather than reality. Below, I describe each of these official efforts to 
bring photography to heel, making it a pallid expression of national spirit. 

First, by government decree in 1940, photography magazines were con-
solidated, and those dedicated to art photography were either eliminated or 
absorbed by more prosaic publications. For instance, by January 1941, Asahi 
camera had been forced to incorporate two art photography magazines, Gei-
jutsu shashin kenkyū [Art Photography Studies] and Shōzō shashin kenkyū 
[Portrait Photography Studies]. The state apparently had no use for journals 
that explored varieties of photographic practice. Such mindfulness about the 
craft of image- making (or anything else for that matter) would suggest that 
some processes and values were only tangentially related to the kokutai. From 
the government’s perspective, it was better not to foster critical capacities re-
vealing that photography’s reality effect as just that: an effect. It followed that 
journals promoting a sophisticated understanding of this medium had to be 
suppressed. Photographers, of course, continued to use various techniques, 
but discussion of them largely ceased. 

Asahi camera, a magazine for amateur and professional photographers, 
provides an example of this muddle of art and politics. During the first nine 
months of 1941, after absorbing independent art photography magazines at 
the government’s behest, Asahi camera contained its usual mix of amateur 
submissions, essays by professional photographers, and advertisements for 
cameras and other equipment. Then the war began to figure. The October 
1941 cover portrayed factory workers in military garb. The November cover 
depicted tank maneuvers.37 The December 1941 cover featured a photograph 
of a naval destroyer as though with foreknowledge of the attacks on Pearl 
Harbor, Hong Kong, and other Allied outposts (figure 7.4, left). From the 
perspective of the relationship between aesthetics and politics, the curios-
ity here is that this image recuperates the pictorialist values of soft focus, 
distanced landscape, and gentleness. Pictorialism was a style developed in 
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the West in part to make the case that photography could be an art, and 
it had great staying power in Japan even after the 1920s, when American 
and European photographers largely abandoned it. Lenses blurring sharp 
lines and darkroom techniques manipulating the development of the film 
underscored the presence of the photographer in the creative process and 
showed his or her artistic sensibility, or so it was argued. English photog-
rapher Alvin Langdon Coburn (1882 – 1966) was a master of this technique, 
and indeed one might analyze Asahi camera’s depiction of the naval ves-
sel within the tradition exemplified by Coburn. Both compositions stress 
the calming line of the horizon, enlivened in each case by delicate rigging 
against an overcast sky. But in wartime Japan, the military photographer 
who produced this cover shot went unnamed and was certainly not elevated 
to the status of artist. Here reality was aestheticized through pictorialism’s 
soft focus not to turn it into art but, it would seem, to make artifice and re-
ality indistinguishable. 

Pictorialism was not the only photographic technique photographers de-
ployed in support of the state. Modernism also figured; its theatrical lighting, 
posed subjects, and careful backdrops implied that war was clean and orderly. 

7.4 On the left, the cover of Asahi camera (December 1941); on the right, Alvin Langdon 
Coburn, Wapping, 1904. Both images are manifestations of pictorialism. 
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Unlike battlefield photographs (figures 7.2 and 7.3), in which soldiers lost their 
individuality as they merged with the landscape, modernist portraits turned 
individuals into generic types such as “the nurse” (e.g., Domon Ken’s image 
on the cover of Shashin shūhō, July 8, 1938) and “the fighter pilot.” Standard 
categories were repeated frequently. For instance, Asahi gurafu was appar-
ently so taken with the idea of an airman posing in a cockpit that they used 
nearly identical compositions on the covers of both the September 1941 and the 
March 1942 issues. Both images were probably made during the same photo 
shoot. These photographs referred to war but were not taken during battle. 
The nameless man in the cockpit is posed in the role of an airman, but he may 
not even be in the air force. The abstraction and almost hieratic quality of such 
photographs turns war into theater, event into melodrama, and blurs the dis-
tinction between art and reality. Mostly, though, published pictures were dull. 

Eventually, even Domon Ken became restless in response to the repeti-
tive imagery, the tired techniques, and the lack of innovation. In 1943, while 
serving as head of the official photographer’s guild and thus a figure of some 
importance, he wrote an article attacking the government’s aesthetic com-
placency, especially with its twelve official graphic magazines targeting popu-
lations in the Greater East Asia Co- Prosperity Sphere (Daitōa kyōeiken). In 
“Taigai senden zasshi ron” (A Discussion of International Propaganda Maga-
zines), Domon, as was his wont, did not mince his words. This essay, excised 
from his postwar collected works and hard to find, decries the government- 
sponsored journals for committing several grievous visual sins such as dis-
playing “petit- bourgeois taste,” imitating Soviet montage, copying an “out-
dated French graphic style,” and being otherwise “ridiculous.” Poorly edited 
and visually dull, they fail as propaganda, reeking instead of “blatant men-
ace” and “cultural vanity” arising from a lingering inferiority complex in re-
lation to the West — or so Domon declares.38 In order for these publications 
to convey confidence in the power of Japan to construct a new Asia, Domon 
advocates a combination of graphic vitality and “accurate and strong” pho-
tojournalism. In other words, Domon advocates precisely the combination 
of sophisticated, self- aware technique and attention to the realities facing the 
nation for which he had lambasted Ina Nobuo in 1940. 

Domon ends his 1943 diatribe by suggesting that all twelve international 
publications be replaced by a single magazine, published from Tokyo. Ideally, 
a younger staff would push old- fashioned editors to secondary positions and 
direct “a sharp and quick camera eye over the entire Co- prosperity Sphere.”39 
The cacophony of languages used in the current publications in an attempt 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/chapter-pdf/758916/9781478004387-008.pdf by guest on 23 M

ay 2023



 Japan’s War without Pictures  175

to reach colonized peoples would be replaced by Japanese only because, after 
all, Japanese was supposed to become the “common international language 
within the Sphere.”40 Desirable topics in this substantial new publication, 
ultimately reaching perhaps “a billion people” in Domon’s wild estimation, 
would be upbeat yet quotidian: “constructive phenomena in political, eco-
nomic, and cultural realms, heartwarming scenes of the common people at 
mundane events, and the magnificent mysteries of Nature.”41 Colored pho-
tographs and even vivid advertisements for “modern transportation, speedy 
automobiles, and sweet canned goods” were all part of Domon’s recommen-
dations. “Taigai senden zasshi ron” is a bravura performance.

The police, however, did not applaud. Domon was summoned for a day- 
long interview with the authorities, which cannot have been particularly 
pleasant.42 Nothing more came of it, but afterward Domon refrained from fur-
ther suggestions for radically restructuring Japan’s international propaganda 
efforts. In a way, his day of official admonition has served him well, throw-
ing some postwar scholars off track. They mistakenly adduce — sometimes  
directly, sometimes by implication — that it was resistance to the war that 
caused official displeasure, when in fact Domon wanted propaganda of 
greater skill and sharper truth.43 The artistic techniques of photography 
should, he thought in 1943, be better exploited to reveal the value of Japan’s 
great empire. He had come around to Ina’s position.

The state had a third tactic for blurring art and reality in photographic 
images. Along with suppressing periodicals dedicated to craft and disciplin-
ing calls like Domon’s for aesthetically sophisticated reportage, the Cabi-
net Information Bureau supported the production of perhaps the most fa-
mous wartime photographic image, the staged studio shot titled “Uchiteshi 
yamamu.” This phrase, variously translated as “Continue to Shoot, Do Not 
Desist,” “We’ll Never Cease to Fire until Our Enemies Cease to Be,” or, more 
elegantly, “Fight to the Bitter End,” quotes Emperor Jimmu’s rallying cry dur-
ing his mythical invasion of the Japanese archipelago to found the empire. 
Beginning in 1943, this phrase, found in the eighth- century imperial history 
known as the Kojiki, was adopted as the slogan for the annual March 10 Army 
Day celebrations.44 As an image, “Fight to the Bitter End” is pure melodrama 
and verges on kitsch (figure 7.5). Two men (possibly the same model posed 
twice) pretend to advance upon the enemy’s abandoned position with its 
crumpled American flag. One of them, dressed in a crisply pressed uniform 
and sporting perfect white teeth, rises to throw a grenade.45 The poster of this 
image had a print run of fifty thousand copies, which were distributed across 
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Japan in February 1943. For the Tokyo celebration on March 10, the Yamahata 
Photographic Science Institute, under supervision by the Army Information 
Bureau, produced a giant mural of 3,559 square feet.46 This mural was hung 
from the roof of the Nihon Gekijō (Japan Theater) almost as if to underscore 
that mere playacting had been substituted for real battle. For all intents and 
purposes, by 1943, Japan was defeated, but the nation, trapped in its own false 
dream of an eventless history, could not wake itself to face reality.47

The Exceptional State Masked as the State of Unexception

In asking what photography might show us about wartime Japan, this essay 
has focused on two aspects: first, the marked placidness in the photographic 
portrayals in domestic magazines of military and civilian action and, second, 
the obfuscation of photography’s techniques of representation and its poten-

7.5 An article by Yamahata Yōsuke discussed the production and display of the 
photomontage “Uchiteshi yamamu” (Fight to the Bitter End, 1943) in Shashin Bunka 
[Photographic Culture] 26, no. 4 (April 1943): 8 – 9. 
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tial to convey reality. Together, the government and photographers masked 
not simply particular events but eventfulness itself as a characteristic of Ja-
pan’s imperial politics in the 1930s and early 1940s. The result of these tactics 
was a visual diet as bland as sawdust and an incapacity to see the truth of 
Japan’s situation. 

When we look at these wartime photographs, we can see the Japanese state 
as it wished to be seen, but we must not be misled into thinking that these im-
ages are benign or merely kitschy just because real strife and destruction are 
invisible. Looking at a similar phenomenon in film, the esteemed historian 
John Dower interprets the quietism as propitious: as he puts it, “The films 
are propaganda first and last, but they contain strains of humanism and even 
pacifism that bespeak the filmmaker’s roots in less militaristic and repressive 
times and constitute strong legacies to the years following Japan’s defeat.”48 I 
see this phenomenon in photography differently. Japan’s war was a war with-
out pictures not in friction with state interests but in support of them. Sadly, the 
images of rolling terrains, atmospheric seascapes, and bloodless battles are not 
remnants of laudatory popular decency and humanism — as Dower sees them 
in film — but the manifestation of fascism achieved through redefinition.49 The 
type of fascism that slithers into place is hard to guard against, but it is not in-
visible. We can see it in the quiet stills made by Japanese photographers who 
turned soldiers into landscapes and models into melodramatic men- at- arms. 

Looked at in this way, Japanese wartime photography shows us how we 
might achieve a new understanding of fascism that does not rely on overt 
revolution overthrowing liberal democratic institutions. Instead, a state of 
aggressive nationalism and uniformity can be achieved by gradually and in-
sistently downgrading representation in all its forms: political, economic, and 
cultural. Without modes of representation and the patterns of thought and 
action that measure the distance between what is and what might be, condi-
tions are seen as natural and incontestable. The Japanese regime absorbed 
the energies of the ultraright and redefined itself by undermining civil soci-
ety, unions, artistic independence, and ultimately democratic processes. This 
redefined state left people without the means to represent their differences. 
Japanese photographers served the fascist state by collectively forgoing the 
imperative to approach their craft as a self- aware practice representing social 
realities and individual vision. As the velvet- gloved hand of a nebulous, vital-
ist, counterrevolutionary ideology gradually squeezed the breath out of the 
pluralistic body politic, the “state of exception” appeared in Japan as a “state 
of unexception.” Inevitability erased eventfulness. Fascism was normalized.
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