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The promise of role reversal as dream and nightmare: 
Japan’s occupation of Java in the Second World War as 
global history

Ethan Mark

ABSTRACT
For Japanese and Asians alike, Japan’s wartime occupations are generally 
remembered as nightmares. Yet an exclusive focus on the commonality of 
Asian suffering at Japanese hands also masks a profound distinction in the 
occupation experiences of North- and Southeast Asia, prefigured by the 
prior history of Southeast Asian societies as Western colonies, and their 
resultant openness, to greater-or-lesser degrees, to imperial Japan’s 
self-proclaimed role as a force of liberation and as a role model and broth-
erly leader of ‘Asian-style’ development. Japanese wartime experiences in 
Southeast Asia were also distinctive in the degree to which the Japanese 
themselves, seduced by an unprecedented string of early victories against 
the Western imperialists and by warm ‘native’ welcomes, envisioned their 
mission as representing a world-historical role reversal for Japan both as 
Asia’s new hegemon and as an empire that might transcend imperialism. 
On an ideological level, Japan’s contradictory anticolonial liberationist 
claims as well as the degree of local receptivity in response mark its south-
east Asian occupations as distinctively revolutionary among world war 
two-era occupations, as such also heralding a global-historical turn to a 
postcolonial world of nation-states in which the contradiction of colonial 
occupation as anticolonial ‘liberation’ was to become the global norm.

1.  Introduction

In its total war that began in China in 1937, expanded to include the Southeast Asian colonial 
possessions of the Western Powers in 1941, and ended in defeat in 1945, imperial Japan claimed 
to be fighting in the name of Asian liberation, thereby bringing an end to centuries of Western 
colonial domination. For all who experienced Japan’s military occupations during that war, however 
– be they Chinese, Filipino, Indonesian, Korean, Dutch, British, American, or even the Japanese 
occupiers themselves – these years under foreign rule are generally remembered as nightmares. 
And with good reason: As highlighted by such infamous signifiers as the ‘Rape of Nanjing’, the 
‘comfort women’, the ‘Siam-Burma Death Railway’, and the rōmusha forced laborers, experiences of 
brutality, deprivation, and death became the order of the day under Japanese rule, first in occupied 
China and later in occupied Southeast Asia. Such realities revealed the promised role reversal of an 
‘Asia for the Asians’ as little more than a cruel apparition, ultimately fostering widespread hatred of 
the Japanese as liars and hypocrites that often surpassed that of the previous colonial rulers, and 
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2 E. MARK

thereby helping fuel a decisive postwar Southeast Asian turn against colonialism and ‘fascism’ in all 
its forms, be it ‘Western’ or ‘Eastern’. In the end, Southeast Asians and observers around the world 
– including mainstream scholars within postwar Japan itself – conventionally remembered Japan’s 
occupations, like those in Northeast Asia, in stark terms of barbarity and backwardness.1

Yet, while it remains essential to acknowledge these dark realities across the full breadth of 
Japan’s wartime empire, the exclusive focus on the commonality of Asian suffering at Japanese 
hands has its limits, as there were also fundamental differences in how North- and Southeast 
Asian societies experienced Japanese occupation and responded to Japan’s promises of ‘Asian 
liberation’. In fact, from the perspective of global history, Japan’s shocking rollback of Western 
armies, its liberationist propaganda, its courting and coopting of Southeast Asian anti-colonial 
nationalism, and the proactive Southeast Asian response to this Japanese campaign, heralded a 
role reversal of immense significance. Even though dismissed in retrospect as based on false 
promises, Japan’s wartime occupations in Southeast Asia must nevertheless be recognized as a 
central catalyst in a global transition from an order of empires to one of sovereign nation states.2 
Under the new demands of this postwar global order, the contradiction of military occupation 
packaged as anticolonial ‘liberation’ pioneered by imperial Japan was to become the rule rather 
than the exception.

Informed by common experiences of suffering at Japanese hands, of the criminality of Japan’s 
wartime enterprise, and of the ultimate emptiness and hypocrisy of imperial Japan’s claims to 
‘liberate Asia’, conventional scholarship of the Second World War, and of Japan’s war in Asia, has 
tended to paint the experiences of North- and Southeast Asia with the same dark brush. The 
production of such uniformly negative, black-and-white depictions of experience across Asia 
under imperial Japanese rule has been further overdetermined by dominant Orientalist under-
standings of the Japanese as well as by the national unity-building priorities of anticolonial and 
postcolonial nationalism, whose stark narrative frames of ‘oppression and resistance’ have found 
their way into much conventional scholarship. Such simplified depictions have also been fur-
thered by the understandable longstanding concern among progressive scholars—both Japanese 
and non-Japanese—to be wary of taking positive Asian receptions of the wartime Japanese at 
face value, which might thereby serve the interests of increasingly assertive and vocal Japanese 
right wing revisionists keen on exaggerating them as a means of obscuring Japan’s many war-
time crimes. With some recent exceptions, the result has been a general scholarly tendency to 
downplay or dismiss the revolutionary appeals of Japanese wartime rhetoric for non-Japanese 
Asians, above all for the many Southeast Asians primed by circumstances to embrace Japanese 
messaging of a ‘Greater Asia’. Such inattention has also meant scholarly eyes closed to the 
longer-term, postwar impacts and implications of the exchange, even as the wartime Japanese 
themselves disappeared in disgrace from Southeast Asia as quickly as they had arrived.3

This article explores the global-historical significance of Japan’s Southeast Asian wartime occu-
pations and their promises of an Asian liberation by focusing on the experience of the strategi-
cally crucial, heavily populated island of Java, an area whose local receptivity to the promises of 
a wartime role reversal was as high as anywhere in Southeast Asia. It will proceed by first argu-
ing the relevance of applying a postcolonial lens to the Second World War as global history and 
the centrality of the Asian experience that emerges from this perspective. We shall then revisit 
the global and regional context that confronted Japanese and Indonesians at the time of occu-
pation from this perspective. This includes tracing the rise of a particularly potent interwar form 
of ‘Asianist’ ideology as a justification for Japan’s war, whose potential appeals within this distinc-
tive interwar context of ‘triple crisis’, contrary to conventional understandings, extended far 
beyond Japan alone. I will then document the distinctive and ultimately ill-fated nature of the 
Japanese-Indonesian wartime encounter as an imagined role reversal for Asia, drawing primarily 
upon the voices of Japanese and Indonesian commentators as revealed in the pages of wartime 
print media from occupied Java. In conclusion I will ponder the oft-overlooked, multivalent 
longer-term implications of this wartime encounter for postwar, postcolonial Asia.
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2.  Resituating Japan’s occupations in Southeast Asia within the global Second 
World War

From the perspective of the global history of the Second World War, recognition of the revolution-
ary nature of Japan’s wartime occupations in Southeast Asia has long been inhibited by at least 
four tenacious conceptual frames: a Eurocentric frame, a nation-centric frame, an Orientalist frame, 
and a teleological frame informed by historical hindsight. The Eurocentric frame centers the Second 
World War in Europe, and envisions developments in Asia such as the Sino-Japanese War as periph-
eral to, or supplementary to – and thereby largely separate from – the ‘main’ story.4 The 
nation-centered frame, for its part, conceives of the war, wherever it is narrated, as a contest 
between discrete nation-states, thereby generalizing and homogenizing multiple and diverse expe-
riences of people both across and within national boundaries into monolithic, mutually exclusive 
national categories. Put more provocatively, both these framings also serve to obscure cross-border 
commonalities and contradictions shared between Allied and Axis combatants.5 Most importantly 
for a global history of the Second World War, they mask the shared identity of Axis and Allied 
combatants alike as empires in competition with one another to dominate the world’s peoples, 
resources, and territories.6 The Orientalist frame assigns essential cultural traits to ‘the Japanese’ that 
affirm them as invariably and inevitably developmentally ‘behind’ the ‘West’, and therefore incapa-
ble of possessing globally revolutionary or pioneering attributes (with a corollary that revolutionary 
aspects of Japan’s wartime propaganda are invariably dismissed as nothing more than empty trick-
ery).7 Lastly, the teleological frame imparts a retrospective inevitability to the war’s trajectory, 
thereby rendering invisible the actual uncertainty, fluidity, and contingency that was central to the 
war’s experience – and which is central to understanding its deeper resonances and implications.8

In recent decades, postcolonial histories have explored a global variety of colonial places, 
times, and experiences, and have challenged nation-centric histories by drawing increasing atten-
tion to the complexity of historical interactions between colonizers and colonized. They have 
shown that colonial interactions were characterized not only by oppression and resistance, which 
was the standard fare of nationalist histories, but also by complex cross-border exchanges and 
negotiations, often leaving lasting and ambivalent legacies.9 They have also highlighted Orientalist 
reflexes in scholarly apprehensions of non-Western history that call for a re-evaluation of conven-
tional Eurocentric assumptions and framings of global history – with some of them calling for a 
conceptual role reversal that ‘provincializes Europe’.10

In the entire history of colonialism, there was perhaps no more critical and significant global 
watershed moment than the Second World War. When one pans out from the conventional 
Eurocentric and nation-centric perspective to a genuinely global-historical perspective, the war 
comes into focus above all as a conflict between empires, at a time of fundamental crisis of the 
legitimacy of empire itself. It is no coincidence that within a decade and a half after Japan’s 
surrender in August 1945, the entire prewar global world order of empires had been transformed 
into a world order in which the nation-state had become the universal norm – an order starkly 
symbolized by the appearance of the United Nations, which itself arose directly out of the expe-
rience of the war.

In taking this fresh perspective of the Second World War as a war about the fate of empires 
– and indeed about the fate of empire itself – Japan’s experiences and encounters with the soci-
eties of Asia demand central attention. For it was in fact in its Asian theater that the war was 
most expressly and consciously framed by combatants on both sides as a war of ‘liberation’ from 
illegitimate imperial domination. As John Dower writes, ‘Japan and the Anglo-American powers … 
each raised the banner of liberation, morality, and peace. Whatever their actual deeds may have 
been, moreover, they condemned atrocities, exploitation, and theories of racial supremacy’.11 The 
Anglo-American Atlantic charter of August 1941, for example, proclaimed that the Western Allies 
‘respect the right of all peoples to choose the form of government under which they will live; 
and they wish to see sovereign rights and self-government restored to those who have been 
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forcibly deprived of them’.12 If anything, Japan’s propaganda was only more forceful on this score. 
‘Through the liberation of Asia’, wrote the commander of the Japanese 16th Army Java Propaganda 
Squad Lieutenant Colonel Machida Keiji in a newspaper article produced for the occupying forces 
in April 1942, ‘this European modern culture built upon the exploitation of Asia is of necessity 
reformed, and a new world order is built. As a paradise is built for Asians, true world peace will 
be achieved … and precisely through this struggle, the China Incident can be resolved for the 
first time … The development of the New World Order depends on this Greater East Asia War’.13

In the last decade, scholars such as Daniel Hedinger, Andrew Buchanan, and Richard Overy 
have taken important strides in highlighting the essential character of the Second World War as 
a global conflict between empires.14 They thereby transcend Eurocentric and nation-centric con-
ventions by emphasizing the global and interdependent nature of the conflict and the compara-
bility of both Allied and Axis combatants as empires, accordingly expanding the war’s chronological 
frame, beginning from Japan’s invasion of Manchuria in 1931 and, in the case of Buchanan, also 
incorporating the period of anticolonial wars that followed upon the heels of the defeat of the 
Axis powers in 1945. This essay takes this project a step further in arguing that Asia’s experience 
needs to be not only included but centered in our narratives of the Second World War as global 
history. For it was in fact in Southeast Asia that imperial combatants from ‘East’ and ‘West’ most 
profoundly came to blows in a death struggle over local hearts and minds as well as resources. 
It was here that a Japanese imperialism that billed itself as a liberation from Western imperialism 
and as a force of ‘Asian brotherhood’ and ‘co-prosperity’ encountered Asian societies that had 
indeed long suffered under the yoke of Western imperialism, and which therefore proved excep-
tionally receptive to Japan’s stirring propaganda messages that heralded a transformed postwar 
global order.

Among Southeast Asia’s Euro-American colonies, this popular receptivity to the Japanese was 
perhaps highest of all in the Netherlands East Indies, where local populations had experienced 
exceptionally widespread repression by,—and estrangement from—their Dutch colonial rulers. 
Within the Netherlands East Indies, it was the central island of Java, seat of the colonial govern-
ment and densely populated home of the vast majority of the archipelago’s inhabitants, that 
witnessed the most active anticolonial movement in the years before war. But just as Indonesians 
were unusually primed for an embrace of Japan’s wartime propaganda of ‘liberation’, so too were 
many of the Japanese invaders easily seduced by the unusually warm Indonesian welcome, one 
that sharply contrasted with the staunch resistance that they faced in their ongoing, brutal, and 
stalemated war of colonial occupation in China. The Japanese occupiers themselves largely 
believed that theirs was a transcendent, ‘world-historical’ war of ‘Asian liberation’ and mobilized 
themselves and others to fight on this basis. Yet, at the same time they exhibited a profound 
blind spot when it came to their own contradictory role as imperialist aggressors. While scholars 
have conventionally framed (and thereby dismissed) this ambivalence as a disingenuousness or 
self-deception specifically inherent to the ‘deceitful Japanese’,15 such contradictions were in fact 
subsequently to become standard fare of ‘liberationist’ military interventions in a postwar world 
in which national sovereignty was soon to become a hegemonic global norm.

These exceptional levels of mutual receptivity to a liberationist discourse centered on a fun-
damental reversal of roles and power positions make the Japanese-Indonesian wartime interac-
tion especially relevant to an exploration of the Second World War as a watershed moment of 
global transition from a world of empires to a world of nation-states, and make it a prime case 
within which to explore the complex, contradictory and ambiguous negotiations and exchanges 
between the two sides that accompanied it.

3.  The triple crisis of the 1930s and the transnational appeals of a ‘greater Asia’

Properly contextualizing Japanese and Indonesian experiences of wartime occupation means 
grasping how the world looked from the vantage point of Asia in 1942—a world then in the 
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throes of what can be characterized as a triple crisis. The first of these crises was economic. The 
Great Depression that began at the end of the 1920s ushered in the most profound crisis in the 
global liberal capitalist system in modern times. Across the globe, the Depression crisis was of 
such a profound and tenacious nature that it was near-universally viewed not simply as a cyclical 
downturn of the global liberal capitalist system, but rather as an existential crisis in the very 
fundaments of the global economy itself. Put simply, across the world and across the political 
spectrum there was a ubiquitous sense that liberal capitalism had proven a failure, and that a 
radical alternative was needed. Such perspectives were strengthened through observation that 
the only place in the world that seemed to ride through the early 1930s crisis virtually unscathed 
was the Soviet Union.16

As the 1930s progressed, this ostensible ‘success story’ on the Left was joined by that of three 
radical challengers to the Anglo-American-dominated liberal capitalist global status quo on the 
political Right – Germany, Italy, and Japan – whose economies increasingly hummed while others 
stood still, thanks above all to massive state outlays in their armaments industries. Buoyed by a 
devalued currency, Japan’s rebounding economy soon sought an outlet in the Asian markets of 
its Western colonial competitors. The resultant flood of cheap Japanese products into Southeast 
Asia (and a flood of Japanese shopkeepers selling them) raised Japan’s profile and popularity 
among local populations, while eliciting defensive protectionist responses from their Western 
imperial competitors.17 Added to such developments as the negative League of Nations verdict 
on Japan’s 1931–32 invasion of Manchuria, such exchanges heightened mutual mistrust between 
Japan and the Western powers, encouraging an increasing Japanese sense of self-righteousness 
and determination to go it alone that was symbolised by Japan’s exit from the League in 1933. 
Hopeful anticipation of a reversal of economic fortunes at Japanese hands, inspired by this pre-
war experience, was a major material reason that local populations in places such as Java were 
soon to welcome the Japanese occupiers with open arms.

In tandem with this crisis of capitalism, there was, second, a crisis of empire, heralded by the 
remarkable global rise of anti-colonial nationalist movements in the interwar period – a phenom-
enon that was at its strongest in Asia. Here, too, the rise of the Soviet Union played a catalyzing 
role by explicitly supporting and fomenting anti-colonial resistance throughout Asia, including an 
ill-fated uprising in Java in 1926. A contemporary newspaper editorial assessed Dutch unease on 
the eve of the uprising: ‘in the Dutch East Indies, the demeanour of the native towards the 
European has passed by successive stages from an almost abject deference to a thinly veiled 
hostility. The Dutch colonists are accordingly anxious and restive … Knowledge of the natives’ 
history encourages the colonists in the view that the extreme plasticity of the native character 
renders outside influences particularly powerful in Java, and that it will prove disastrous if the 
Government stands weakly aside in the presence of subversive agitation’.18 The rise of fascism 
was the political Right’s response to such threats from the left, embracing ‘blood and soil’ as 
solution. This was true not only for the Axis countries, and not only for Europe; some of the 
strongest embraces of fascism appeared among the colonizer communities of Europe’s overseas 
colonies.19 In this way not only the Axis powers but the Allies too faced similar imperial crises in 
the interwar period, and all were compelled to respond – a response that indeed often exhibited 
little of the distinction that is otherwise so commonly assumed to have clearly distinguished the 
‘democratic’ Allies from the ‘autocratic’ Axis.

An example of this phenomenon is the interwar Netherlands East Indies, where – under a 
typically colonial authoritarian, racist regime in which the ‘native’ population had long been 
essentially excluded from political participation – a home-grown Dutch fascist party from the 
metropole, the Nationaal-Socialistische Beweging (NSB), became the colony’s largest during the 
1930s. This was a far greater level of status and success than the party ever achieved in the 
Dutch metropole itself. Tellingly, the Dutch colonial regime only increased in repressiveness in the 
leadup to the Second World War. Belated Dutch calls upon their ‘native brethren’ to join them in 
resisting the Japanese fascist menace as the prospect of war in the Pacific drew near were often 
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met with a skeptical Indonesian response, as local populations were much more concerned about 
home-grown Dutch fascists than faraway Japanese ones. The subsequent, generally enthusiastic 
Indonesian response to the arriving Japanese in Java must be understood within this context 
as well.20

The last of the three crises, profoundly augmented by the previous two, was a sense of crisis 
of ‘the West’ as such. This was not simply a crisis of capitalism or of empire as universal insti-
tutions, but a crisis of Western modernity itself. From the inhuman savagery of the First World 
War and the Russian Revolution partly engendered by it, to the unprecedented economic and 
social malaise and tensions in the wake of the war which culminated in the Great Depression, 
the interwar period was marked by a widespread sense that Western civilization was losing its 
way. In a Eurocentric colonial global order with Orientalist, racist, and essentialist East-West 
distinctions at its ideological core, such a spectre of the ‘Decline of the West’ (a phrase made 
famous by the bestseller of the same name by conservative German philosopher Oswald 
Spengler in the early 1920s) also helped to conjure up a narrative and discourse about an 
alternative ‘Asian modernity’ in interwar Japan that would offer a potentially transcendent solu-
tion to this crisis.21

Such visions were not entirely new to the interwar era: transnational notions of an Asian or 
Pan-Asian alliance against the West had existed in modern Asia since at least the late nineteenth 
century, and such classic essentialist dichotomies as ‘Western materialism’ versus ‘Asian spiritual-
ity’ could readily draw upon an older heritage of notions of a romanticized ‘Orient’ that was an 
inheritance of the invented traditions of the colonial period. As seen for example in the 
‘Theosophical’ movement that began in British India and spread with great momentum into the 
Netherlands Indies at the end of the nineteenth century, such ideas were often the product of 
ideological interactions between the colonizers and the colonized. Yet, the specific transnational 
ideology of interwar Asianism that emerged in this period needs to be recognized as distinctive. 
Reflecting the above ‘triple crisis’, Asianism in the interwar period had a particularly radical edge 
to it and, correspondingly, possessed certain characteristics that distinguished it from earlier ver-
sions of pan-Asianism.22

The first of these distinguishing characteristics was interwar Asianism’s radical ‘Occidentalist’ 
assault on a ‘Western’ or ‘White’ modernity conceived of as illegitimate. This ‘Occidentalism’ was a 
kind of mirror-image of Western Orientalism in which Orientalism’s mutually exclusive East-West 
dichotomy is a shared fundamental principle – an epistemology of ‘East’ and ‘West’ as two essen-
tially different cultural, historical, and racial entities – but which resists Orientalism ‘from within’ 
through a positive valuation of ‘Eastern’ cultural traits as superior to those of the ‘West,’ whatever 
its indisputable material achievements. This superior ‘Eastern’ culture, characterized by such 
essentialized traits as spirituality, morality, love of nature, sense of community, and striving for 
consensus and harmony, was juxtaposed against ‘Western’ individualism, egotism, materialism, 
and greed. These negative traits were portrayed as drivers of ‘Western’ capitalism, class tensions, 
and imperialism that had brought the interwar world to the edge of ruin – thereby necessitating 
an ‘Asian’ intervention.23

A second distinctive aspect of interwar Asianism was its simultaneous incorporation and rejec-
tion of Marxist-Leninist-inspired critiques of the evil modern forces of capitalism, imperialism, and 
the social strife and class tensions they engendered. Such critiques were swelling in their global 
influence and persuasiveness amidst the unprecedented multiple crises of the interwar era, par-
ticularly among all those resentful of the status quo. Spokesmen of interwar Asianism embraced 
such understandings and critiques as indeed inherent to modern life under Euro-American dom-
ination. In so doing, they also denied Marxism’s universal applicability by proclaiming both its 
materialist understandings of social life and its proposed revolutionary solutions to the social 
contradictions of capitalism – in the form of a class revolution of the proletariat – as applicable 
only to ‘Western’ modernity. Japan’s ‘Asian’ cultural essence both uniquely qualified it to liberate 
its Asian neighbors from such ‘Western’ afflictions, and uniquely exempted it as a target of these 
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same powerful critiques. A host of spokesmen both public and private proclaimed Japan to have 
modernized by selectively mastering Western technology and institutions while retaining a cul-
tural ‘Asianness’ that imparted to Japan a social order that was not really capitalism or imperial-
ism at all, but something that transcended both.24 While essentially imperialist in its Japanese 
incarnation, from the perspective of global history, the self-denying claims of Japan’s wartime 
Asianism can thus be seen to have located it in a transitional and highly ambivalent position 
between imperialism and anticolonial nationalism.25

Interwar Asianism can thus be seen as a form of ‘third-way’ ideology, which proposed a path 
forward into modernity that would overcome the pitfalls of both liberalism and communism 
through a ‘revival’ of Asia’s imagined original cultural traditions. In its emphasis on cultural puri-
fication as a means of transcending social divisions and mobilizing the masses in a common 
cause, one can see a close relation to the fascist ideologies that were on the rise in Europe as 
well as in its colonies. At the same time, one can identify an important distinction from European 
fascism in Asianism’s ostensibly inclusive rhetoric towards the peoples of the occupied areas as 
fellow Asian racial and cultural brethren, and in its loud-throated rejection of ‘Western’ capitalism, 
imperialism, and racism as common enemies of a ‘colored’ humanity.26

In those parts of Asia that had long suffered under Western colonial domination, such char-
acteristics imparted to Japanese Asianism a distinctive transnational appeal that went far 
beyond those of either of its fascist allies in the European or Middle Eastern theaters of the 
war. Importantly, however, this appeal did not extend nearly as much into the northeast Asian 
theaters of the war, although its backers could be found there as well. Above all in China, 
where modern Japan already had a long history of colonial aggression including the invasion 
of Manchuria in 1931 and the full-scale war that followed in 1937, Japan’s characterization of 
its wars in Asia as a fight to ‘liberate Asia’ from Western imperialism generally faced profound 
skepticism and resistance. In their increasingly desperate war of aggression in China that fore-
shadowed experiences of later colonial occupiers in places such as Vietnam and Afghanistan, 
the Japanese got bogged down deeper and deeper in a stalemated conflict that defied and 
confounded their expectations and desires, which undermined their propaganda claims to 
moral righteousness as ‘liberators of Asia’ from Western imperialism, and which thereby precip-
itated among many Japanese what historian Yoshimi Yoshiaki has aptly deemed a ‘spiritual 
crisis’.27 At the same time, it was in the face of this very mass rejection by the Chinese – and 
an increasing sense that such Chinese resistance posed an existential threat to Japan and its 
empire – that Japanese spokesman for a ‘greater Asia’ felt compelled not only to double down 
on such rhetoric but to increasingly elaborate upon it, thereby also increasing its radical edge. 
As characterized by one Japanese observer in December 1938, communism in China’s villages 
was like ‘air and water’, and could not be beaten solely by military force. To win in China, 
Japan needed to promote ‘a new ideology that is more easily assimilable than communism’.28 
Consciously or unconsciously, Chinese resistance can therefore be said to have played a pro-
found role in inspiring the Japanese to appropriate more and more aspects of anticolonial 
nationalism as well as Marxism into their rhetoric and thinking–part of a more general, des-
perate attempt at wartime imperial damage control whose urgency increased by an order of 
magnitude in the wake of Japan’s great gamble against the Western colonial powers launched 
in December 1941.29

4.  Japan’s challenge to Euro-American colonialism in Southeast Asia

Forged in the crucible of the Sino-Japanese conflict, Japan’s wartime ‘Asianism’ was thus the 
product of a military and ideological confrontation between imperialism and anticolonial nation-
alism – generating what might be called a decolonizing dialectic. This dialectic was to enter a 
new chapter, and expand exponentially in global-historical significance, when Japan’s desperate 
search for a decisive resolution to the struggle in China drove it southward to challenge the 
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Euro-American colonial status quo itself. In taking up arms against such a potentially overwhelm-
ingly powerful foe, Japan could simply not afford another ‘China’ debacle among its newly occu-
pied Asian possessions.

Within this charged context, the developments of early 1942 represented a true turning point 
in world history, whose impact was profoundly deepened by the seemingly irresistible nature of 
Japan’s initial onslaught. Observers in East and West alike were stunned by the scale and speed 
of Japanese military successes in the early stages of the Pacific War, not only at Pearl Harbor but 
in defeating a whole multitude of Western colonial armies across Southeast Asia. As Christopher 
Bayly and Timothy Harper put it in their classic study Forgotten Armies: The Fall of British Asia, 
1941–1945, ‘one might have to look as far back as Alexander the Great’s lightning destruction of 
the Persian Empire of Darius to find anything like it’.30 Contemporary observers were stunned at 
how the Japanese had apparently managed to defy all previous expectations and understandings 
of the relation between ‘East’ and ‘West’, thereby turning the very global imperial order on its 
head. This was a power shift of staggering proportions.

Viewing Japan’s irresistible onslaught with mouths agape, the Western powers with the great-
est investments in the Euro-American-dominated global imperial status quo were those most 
negatively stunned. For the Chinese, who had been single-handedly engaged in a desperate war 
of resistance with Japan for more than four years, it was a welcome strategic development to the 
degree that it diverted Japanese energies and brought new and powerful allies into the con-
flict.31 For the local populations of those Southeast Asian territories conquered by Japan who had 
long suffered under the Euro-American global order and had been seeking to resist it, but also 
for anti-colonial nationalists elsewhere in Asia and Africa as well as oppressed non-whites around 
the globe—including African-Americans in the United States—the astonishing shift in geopoliti-
cal power positions symbolized by Japan’s victories in Southeast Asia were generally viewed as a 
revolutionary development in a much more empowering sense.32 The Japanese themselves were 
meanwhile thrilled and intoxicated with their unexpected gains. Many became convinced that 
Japan now stood at the cutting edge of world history; an outpouring of Hegelian references to 
Japan as an unparalleled ‘world-historical’ global force abounded in public discourse, both official 
and popular alike.33 Yet such intoxication – a hubris which Japanese would later wryly refer to in 
retrospect as ‘victory disease’ – also greatly contributed to their failure to recognize the risks of 
their ‘liberationist’ gambit, not only strategically but also ideologically.34 Japan’s intent was to 
forever undermine the empires of its competitors in order to save its own. But for the Japanese 
no less than for their enemies, the anticolonial genie thus unleashed could not be restrained for 
long – let alone returned to its prewar bottle.

As noted above, specific local receptivities played a significant role in shaping the nature and 
outcome of the Japanese occupations of Southeast Asia. In the case of Java, the Dutch had been 
exploiting and oppressing Indonesians for centuries, and specifically in the two decades prior to 
the war, their response to both the political crisis of the rise of Indonesian nationalism and the 
socio-economic crisis of the Great Depression had been to double down heavy-handedly. Whereas 
colonial rulers in the neighboring Philippines, Burma, and India recognized the strategic value of 
making small and gradual concessions to moderate local nationalist elites that included promises 
of eventual autonomy while suppressing more ‘radical’ factions, the Dutch sent nationalist leader 
Sukarno and his right hand man Mohammad Hatta into exile on a remote island from 1934; 
there they remained in isolation until being liberated by the Japanese in 1942. Such Dutch 
intransigence, even in comparison to their regional Euro-American colonial competitors, fueled 
negative Indonesian attitudes towards the Dutch across virtually the entire social spectrum, and 
as a result, Indonesians were at the extreme end of Asian openness to the Japanese as a pre-
ferred alternative to Western rule.35

A second factor contributing to this exceptional local openness to a Japanese-led ‘liberation’ 
of Java were inter-ethnic rivalries that had been fostered by the Dutch rulers as part of a 
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conscious policy of ‘divide and rule’. The Dutch colonizers had historically granted the colony’s 
relatively large ethnic Chinese community (roughly some 3% of the population) certain 
socio-economic privileges in exchange for performing services such as tax collection. With 
Dutch blessing, Chinese shopkeepers had moreover come to dominate the local retail econ-
omy, including moneylending and pawn shops. Such arrangements had fostered longstanding 
tensions between the ethnic Chinese community and ethnic Malays.36 The earliest stirrings of 
the Indonesian nationalist movement had indeed manifested in the form of political and eco-
nomic rivalry with the local ethnic Chinese. The latter was partly fueled by the increasing local 
ethnic Chinese assertiveness vis-à-vis the Dutch that was driven by identification with a rising 
Chinese nationalism in the ‘old homeland’, crystallizing in the revolution of 1911, which brought 
the downfall of the Qing dynasty. During the 1930s, Indonesians were aware of the frictions 
that dominated Sino-Japanese relations, as well as the brutality of Japan’s war in China, but 
they remained largely indifferent to these developments due to pre-existing antagonisms with 
the local ethnic Chinese population. When the Japanese invaded the Netherlands Indies in 
March 1942, many Indonesians indeed hoped that pre-existing Japanese hostility towards the 
Chinese would bring about a shift in local power structures that would allow them to assume 
a higher social position at the expense of the ethnic Chinese as a ‘shared enemy’.

In an essay published in Indonesian nationalist newspaper Pemandangan in Batavia (Jakarta) 
several weeks after the Japanese defeat of the Dutch, Islamic nationalist leader Anwar 
Tjokroaminoto pointed ominously to fascist antisemitic purges in Europe as a model for how the 
‘Indonesian race’ should reckon with ‘inhabitants’ whose ‘jewish [sic] nature’ predisposed them to 
the corruption of Indonesia’s culture and the exploitation of its people.

As Germany once faced the society of Jews, as a result of the Weimar Republic, so Indonesia too has a 
problem of jewishness. Meaning that there are more than a few among Indonesia’s inhabitants who truly 
possess a jewish nature, whose behavior is jewish behavior. Laws that do not prohibit prostitution, for exam-
ple, are exploited to run houses of prostitution…. In the social environment, there are also not a few 
instances of ‘man eats man’, meaning one sucks the other dry, assuming many forms, such as usury, or 
pursued by others through other means. People’s poverty has been exploited in producing a system of 
credit (systeem bon), until the life of the average Indonesian is a life on credit, even though life on credit is 
more expensive than life on cash. This jewish-type of person does not fail to take maximum advantage of 
the peasants’ ignorance. For example, when the peasant buys something, the scales are weighted heavy, 
while the contents are reduced. If the peasant sells something, the scales are lightened, even as the con-
tents are many.

‘Just as the German race has risen up in the aim of shining forth all its [true] qualities’, con-
cluded Tjokroaminoto, ‘so the new Indonesia, under Japanese leadership, deeply desires the same 
sort of change, the cleanest possible filtration (saringan)’.37 Although Tjokroaminoto did not men-
tion the ethnic Chinese by name, the reference to local moneylending would have made the 
identity of the group he was referring to crystal clear for any local reader.

The promises that accompanied Japan’s invasion forces thus found fertile ground among the 
alienated and oppressed peoples of the Netherlands Indies. But most drawn to Japan’s radical 
Asianist ideology were members of an educated but frustrated sub-elite that was socially posi-
tioned in-between the indigenous upper nobility that had traditionally cooperated with the 
Dutch above them, and the massive, largely illiterate, primarily agricultural working class below 
them. It was from amongst this emerging middle class that Indonesia’s nationalist movement had 
sprouted in the three previous decades.

‘The times demand a new spirit’, wrote H. B. Jassin, editor of the formerly Dutch-sponsored 
arts and culture magazine Pandji Poestaka, in an editorial representative of the views of this class 
several weeks after the Dutch surrender to the Japanese. ‘We have absorbed everything Western 
and denigrated everything Eastern, everything that was originally ours. The Japanese are great 
because they could absorb the new while retaining what was theirs. We must replant our brav-
ery, and bring back our belief in ourselves’.38 In another essay Jassin envisioned an Asian order 
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in which ‘the races of the East will stand and be led by the hand, not as ‘colonized’ races, but as 
races that are brothers, ready to help one another with the guidance of the Japanese race’. 39 
Such statements reflected a more general Indonesian acceptance of the notion of Japanese lead-
ership as such – so long as the Japanese came through on their promise of a mutual relationship 
that would transcend that of (Western) colonialism. To this extent one should consider interwar 
Asianism not only as a Japanese phenomenon, but also as a transnational one.

The comparatively warm Indonesian reception in turn prompted a positive response from the 
Japanese, fueled by an obvious sense of relief that their failures to captivate Asian hearts and 
minds in China were not being repeated here. Cast in the shining light of the Indonesian wel-
come, Japan’s previous imperial failures—above all the ongoing, tenacious resistance it was 
encountering in occupied China—were all the more easily attributed to the ignorant Chinese 
themselves, whose inborn arrogance, backwardness and corruptibility by the West, the Japanese 
argued, rendered them incapable of grasping Japan’s ‘world-historical’ liberation mission. A 
self-congratulatory mid-1942 editorial published in Unabara, a Japanese language newspaper 
produced by the 16th Army propaganda squad (Jawa sendenhan) in Batavia (Jakarta) for local 
Japanese consumption, summarized this sentiment in the form of a revealing anecdote.

There is a story of the China pacification squad (Shina senbuhan).40

They argued that Japan and China have the same script and are of the same race (dōbun dōshu), they are 
brothers, and they should proceed with hands joined.

Someone in the audience replied – Alright, but China is the older brother.

It is said the members of the pacification unit had no words to answer this for some time.

How wonderful if they had been able to reply immediately.

It is a problem of history – when you are properly aware of Japan’s history, the answer is extremely 
simple.

Japan has always been leader of the Asia-Pacific sphere from ancient times – if you know this history, that 
is enough.

Japan has always been constructing China – if you know this history, that is enough.

We are now seeing this truth with our own eyes in the Greater East Asia War.

We must be aware that this truth before our eyes has been continuously repeated in China since ancient 
times.

What is true in China is, again, true in the southern regions. Japanese people, take great pride!41

Such renewed imperial confidence, verging on euphoria, could also be measured in a Japanese 
rush to identify Indonesians in romantic terms as authentic Asian brethren, including discourses of 
the wartime encounter as a ‘restoration’ of ancient, ‘natural’ historical bonds between the two peo-
ples that had been preternaturally torn asunder by the evil machinations of Western imperialism. 
The search for ‘evidence’ of such ancient links yielded emotionally charged identifications of pur-
ported cultural, linguistic, socioeconomic, and even racial commonalities between Japanese and 
Malay peoples. In perhaps the most counter-intuitive of the many role-reversals thus far high-
lighted in this article, such evidence was construed to situate the Japanese as culturally and even 
racially ‘closer’ to Southeast- than to Northeast Asians. In prewar days, Japan had justified its colo-
nial rule in Northeast Asia via the slogan of ‘same script, same race’ (dōbun dōshu) which argued 
that Japan’s nearest neighbors were also those racially closest to it, with the common use of 
Chinese characters as evidence. During the war years, Japan was now imposing a policy of height-
ened assimilation (kōminka, literally ‘making of imperial subjects’) upon Koreans and Taiwanese, a 
policy which was also based upon an assertion of racial and cultural proximity and even racial 
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equality.42 Yet on occupied ground in Java, the objective unlikeliness of a ‘closer racial link’ between 
Japanese and Indonesians was ideologically overruled by its colonial utility. For such romantic 
notions of a pre-existing Japanese-Indonesian connection through time and space allowed the 
Japanese not only to naturalize their relationship of domination over Indonesia, but also, in clas-
sically colonial fashion, to dismiss the contrasting resistance they faced from Northeast Asians as 
the blind and ignorant product of an inferior and more distant racial and cultural inheritance.

The cartoon ‘Rice Planter Girls’, which appeared in Unabara in May 1942, highlights such ener-
getic wartime ideological efforts. 43 In it, cartoonist Ono Saseo illustrated a notion of shared 
Japanese-Indonesian origins expressed by many Japanese in occupied Java. ‘As shown in the 
picture there is hardly any difference between the rice planter girls of Japan and Unabara’ he 
wrote in the accompanying text. ‘They must have been the same since ancient times’. ‘Unabara’ 
was an ancient Japanese term meaning ‘great ocean’, here used to refer to Indonesia and the 
wider South Pacific region.

In light of the profound contradictions between Japan’s propaganda claims and increasingly 
bitter wartime realities, it did not take long for such initial romantic visions and hopes to be 
betrayed in actual practice. This undermined the early optimism that was to a remarkable extent 
initially shared across the national divide between Japanese and Indonesians. As Japan’s occupa-
tion evolved into what one might call ‘colonial normalcy’, the early honeymoon was soon punc-
tured by disappointing experiences of cultural friction, colonial arrogance, economic dislocation, 
and everyday violence at Japanese hands. As the war situation grew more desperate, Japanese 
priorities of maximal exploitation of local resources and labor combined fatally with ignorant, 
racist, and repressive colonial attitudes towards Southeast Asians. As millions of Indonesians were 
mobilized for forced labor even as they faced spiraling inflation and growing shortages of food, 
clothing, and medicines, a nightmare of practically biblical proportions ensued. Estimates put the 
cumulative figure of dead due to starvation, disease, and hyper-exploitation at roughly 4 million 
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across the Indonesian archipelago, and roughly 3 million in its central and most populous island 
of Java alone.44 By war’s end in August 1945, most Indonesians had experienced the Japanese 
occupation as even more destructive and rapacious than Dutch colonial rule. In a very real sense, 
both for Indonesians and for Japanese, the notion of Japan’s Southeast Asian occupations as 
capable of achieving a ‘world-historical’ role-reversal of the unjust, violent, exploitative relations 
of ‘Western-style’ colonialism had revealed itself as little more than a deadly mirage. In the war’s 
early aftermath, H. B. Jassin retrospectively compared Japanese wartime propaganda to ‘nothing 
more than beautiful balloons, each bigger and more brilliantly colored than the last, but their 
contents only air’.45

Still, Japan’s propaganda, while ultimately indeed undermining Japan’s own cause, neverthe-
less contributed profoundly to the momentum of Indonesian anticolonial resistance against the 
shared Western enemy, as it had incessantly highlighted the injustices and outdatedness of 
Western imperialism as an inhumane system whose demise was both necessary and imminent. 
As such, the promised role reversal had a longer, unintended legacy after 1945: Betrayed by the 
Japanese, Indonesians were more than ever unwilling to fulfill the colonial role that the returning 
Dutch attempted to re-impose upon them after the Second World War. It was to be a painful 
global history lesson for the Dutch (along with their equally naïve French counterparts in 
Indochina). Not only the self-seductions of their colonial rhetoric of a distinctly ‘benevolent’ 
empire but also their own wartime travails and distractions under occupation by Nazi Germany 
had combined to blind them to the global-historical sea change that had taken place in Asia in 
the years under Japanese rule.46After 1945, Indonesians responded to Dutch re-colonization 
efforts with armed resistance every bit as fierce as that which the Japanese had earlier encoun-
tered in their war in China.

5.  Conclusion

Conventionally, the story of the Japanese-Indonesian wartime encounter ends here, with the rev-
elation of the role reversal promised by the Japanese rulers as little more than a cruel apparition, 
ultimately fostering widespread hatred of the Japanese as hypocrites and betrayers that often 
surpassed that of the previous colonial rulers, and thereby helping fuel a decisive postwar 
Southeast Asian turn against colonialism and ‘fascism’ in all its forms, be it ‘Western’ or ‘Eastern’. 
In the end, Southeast Asians conventionally remembered Japan’s occupations, like those in 
Northeast Asia, in stark terms of barbarity and backwardness, thereby consigning Japan’s war-
times dreams to the realm of nightmare – and to the dustbin of history.

Nevertheless, the legacies of the wartime experience for both Japan and Indonesia – including 
the ideological intersections between Japanese imperialism and Indonesian nationalism – were 
more complex and multifaceted than conventional histories would generally suggest. In its 
attempt to simultaneously undermine the legitimacy of ‘Western’ imperial domination and to cre-
ate an imaginary exception for itself as an ‘Asian’ alternative, Japan’s wartime ‘Asianist’ rhetoric had 
ambivalent effects. Most Indonesians responded enthusiastically to Japanese critiques of Western 
imperialism. As Japanese ‘anti-imperialist’ hypocrisy became increasingly apparent, most also ulti-
mately rejected the Japanese. Yet, Japanese-espoused notions of ‘Asian’-style nation-building 
through a marriage of Western material and technological modernity and a rediscovery of local 
‘Asian traditions’ essentially different from those of the West found a resonance that would last far 
beyond the ultimately disastrous Japanese occupation itself—above all for those nationalists 
whose social position and politics continued to predispose them towards a search for a ‘third way’ 
between ‘Western’ liberal capitalism and ‘Western’ communism. In particular for many among 
Indonesia’s anticolonial nationalist class who assumed positions of power at the end of empire, 
notions of an indigenous ‘Asian’ cultural and social order characterized by a ‘traditional’ social cor-
poratism transcendent of the tensions of class and gender inherent to ‘Western’ modernity – of 
the Asian nation-state as one big happy family – would retain a lasting and problematic appeal.
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Telling in this regard was H.B. Jassin’s contradictory acknowledgement of Japan’s wartime pro-
paganda as ‘beautiful balloons’ three years after war’s end, even as he dismissed their empty 
contents. Even as they sought to dismiss and discredit Japanese propaganda, such characteriza-
tions also belied the latter’s continued seductive appeal, above all to those like Jassin positioned 
in the social middle. Even if Japan faded as quickly as it had arisen from Southeast Asia’s histor-
ical stage, many Indonesian nationalists continued to seek to realize the developmental promise 
of Western material and technological modernity while fending off both the social alienation and 
dehumanization of ‘Western’ liberal capitalism and the frightening upheaval of ‘Western’ 
Marxist-Leninist-style social revolution through an appeal to a cultural ‘restoration’ via imagined 
traditional ‘Eastern’ morals and values which ‘Western’ capitalism had eroded. In the 1980s, as 
Japan’s postwar status revived in tandem with its economic success, leaders of such societies as 
Malaysia, Singapore, and Indonesia joined Japanese spokesmen in purveying a discourse of cap-
italist development characterized by ‘Asian Values’ – values that rendered the imposition of 
‘Western’ notions of universal human rights, gender equality, and democracy upon an essentially 
different ‘Asia’ as little more than cultural imperialism.

Having arrived as a dream and left as a nightmare, notions of a ‘Greater Asia’ thus continued 
to haunt postwar, postcolonial Asia in a nebulous space between the two, offering seductively 
simple ‘traditional’, ‘indigenous’ recipes for modern ailments even as the inherited domestic social 
contradictions of colonialism remained as tenacious as ever, and even as the interests of the 
(former) colonial powers continued to dictate many of the parameters of Indonesian development 
and governance – particularly after the overthrow of a too-autonomous Sukarno by the more 
pliable Suharto after 1965. For the mass of Indonesia’s population still awaiting concrete solutions 
to ongoing problems of poverty and exploitation decades after national independence, the prom-
ised role reversal of an Asian-style ‘overcoming of modernity’ remained a phantom. Yet its ongo-
ing staying power for Indonesia’s elites across time, space, and political regime is reflected in 
Megawati Sukarnoputri’s inaugural address as Indonesia’s president in August 2001. In it – at a 
critical moment some 56 years after the Japanese surrender, 52 years after Indonesian indepen-
dence, 36 years after her father Sukarno’s overthrow in a military coup led by General Suharto, 
and 3 years after the fall of the Suharto-led military dictatorship itself – Megawati chose to look 
backwards rather than forwards, taking as her cabinet’s theme and slogan an indigenous term for 
‘mutual cooperation’ (gotong-royong) that had first gained wide prominence during the Japanese 
occupation. The continuities and echoes of the interwar Asianism that had appealed not only to 
Megawati’s father but to so many other of Sukarno’s generation of Indonesian nationalists are 
suggestive.

I, as President of the Republic of Indonesia, have assembled a government whose cabinet I call the Mutual 
Cooperation (gotong-royong) Cabinet. This title is more than just a name. Indeed it precisely represents the 
life-essence of the Indonesian people/nation (bangsa) as family-society. We must therefore continue to pre-
serve gotong-royong with care. Because only by discarding all personal interests can we work together 
shoulder-to-shoulder in mutual cooperation to escape from the crisis that has occupied us for so long.47
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