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Short Abstract 

 

This thesis examines the evolution of Japanese Intelligence following the 

Meiji Restoration to the end of World War II.  In an area of increasing 

strategic importance, especially so given the influence Japanese Intelligence 

has had on the region and its own governance throughout the late 19
th

 and 

early 20
th

 centuries, the thesis examines the danger of politicisation, both in 

terms of intelligence officers and the intelligence products they produce, and 

how this can have a detrimental effect on decision-making at the highest 

echelon.  Utilising primary sources from the US and UK, predominantly 

interrogation reports, as well as translated accounts of key Japanese 

intelligence figures and US military assessments, the thesis further explores 

how such a prolific intelligence system spread throughout mainland Asia, yet 

remained ultimately inefficient and ineffectual.  In an area not explored in 

great depth, and across a period clearly definable as Japan’s period of 

modernisation, the thesis sheds light on the area in an objective fashion at a 

time that Japan seeks once more to develop its human intelligence apparatus 

and structure, of key import to its contemporary strategic partners. 
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Extended Abstract 

 

Following the Meiji Restoration, Japan followed a policy of rapid 

modernisation, and increasingly deemed its national interest, in terms of 

economic and conventional security, lay in the Asian mainland; in particular, 

Manchuria, but later, in Southeast Asia.  This would place it at odds, at least 

initially, with both China and an emergent Russia in East Asia, and later, the 

Allied powers.  Beasley, Drea and others
1
, against this backdrop, have 

focussed primarily on the orthodox political and military dimension of the 

interplay between these powers.  Although integral to scholarly research, this 

leaves a dearth of understanding in just how Japan was able to instigate and 

exercise political control over occupied areas, through its intelligence 

services, and how this intelligence apparatus developed over time.  Decidedly 

fewer authors address this area, and those sources that do exist tend to focus 

on a select time period, such as the Russo-Japanese War, or the Second World 

War.  Nevertheless, primarily these works operate solely as an identification 

of Japanese intelligence operations. 

 Seth, Chapman, and a small number of others
2
, identify key elements 

of the Japanese intelligence system, including the existence of informal 

intelligence networks established by Japan’s patriotic societies
3
, the 

politicisation of intelligence
4
, politicisation of the intelligence corps

5
 and the 
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development of a culture of insubordination
6
, but again do so within 

somewhat narrowly defined time parameters, and without analysis of the 

intelligence system as a whole over a period encompassing the majority of 

Japan’s modernisation and recent wartime history.  The thesis argues that 

these elements were in fact major flaws, and draws these remote sources into 

a larger assessment of the evolution of Japanese Intelligence, placing each key 

element into an overarching analysis of the system as a whole. 

 There remain several important gaps in our understanding of Japanese 

Intelligence from the First Sino-Japanese War (Japan’s first international 

conflict), through the Russo-Japanese War (arguably the first modern war), 

the First World War (wherein total war principles were first ascribed), to the 

end of World War II (known to the Japanese as the Pacific War).  First, how 

did Japan first seek to modernise its intelligence system?  Second, how did 

politicisation, both in terms of intelligence products and personnel, become a 

part of Japan’s intelligence culture?  Third, to what extent was Japanese 

intelligence involved in the political machinations of Japan, both at home and 

abroad?  Fourth, why did such a prolific intelligence system ultimately lack 

efficiency and efficacy?  In order to address these questions, research and 

analysis has been conducted using primary documents from Japanese, UK and 

US sources.  Sources include, from the Hoover Institution Archives at 

Stanford University, the United States Strategic Bombing Survey Reports of 

Interrogations 1945, the Bonner F. Feller Papers, 1904-1907, the Japan 

Subject Collection, the Transcripts of the International Military Tribunal of 

the Far East, and the Vladimir D. Pastuhov Papers.  From the Cecil H. Green 

Library, Stanford University, the Wartime Translations of Seized Japanese 

Documents.  From the Library of Congress, Washington DC, the US Army’s 

“Japanese Special Studies on Manchuria” and reports of The Unites States 

Strategic Bombing Survey.  From the National Archives at College Park (US), 

substantial information has been drawn from the Records of the Office of the 

Chief of Naval Operations (Record Group 38), the Records of the Central 
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Intelligence Agency (Record Group 263) and the Records of the Office of 

Strategic Services, 1940- 1947 (Record Group 226).  From the National 

Archives at Kew (UK), information has been obtained from the Records of the 

Security Service (KV Series), the Records of the War Office: Directorate of 

Military Operations and Military Intelligence (WO 106 Series), the Records 

of the War Office: Directorate of Military Operations and Intelligence, and 

Directorate of Military Intelligence; Ministry of Defence (WO 208 Series), 

and the Records of the War Cabinet (CAB 24 Series).  Japanese sources 

include several memoirs of those deeply involved in Japanese Intelligence at 

the time.  Interrogations of key Japanese Intelligence figures and Allied 

military and diplomatic reports, found within the sources above, has allowed a 

comprehensive analysis not formerly undertaken in such depth, in an area of 

contemporary strategic importance and integral to Japan’s modern strategic 

partnerships, at a time that Japan’s seeks once more to develop its human 

intelligence system. 

 In Chapter One, the thesis argues that a disenfranchised samurai class, 

among other Japanese “adventurers”, would in the final years of the 19
th

 

century and into the 20
th

 century be integral to Japanese intelligence as a 

whole.  Despite apparent political radicalisation, the informal networks 

developed by these men would be fundamental in Japan’s early political and 

military machinations on the Asian mainland, including the First Sino-

Japanese War.  Chapter Two examines how the Japanese conventional 

military intelligence system was sufficient for what would amount to, 

essentially, a theatre-level operation (and thus limited in scope) - the Russo-

Japanese War.  Conventional military intelligence, however, relied on Japan’s 

informal networks.  As interoperability increased between informal and 

formal Japanese intelligence networks, so too did interchange occur between 

staffs, and early successes would develop within Japanese intelligence a 

complacency, and ultimately an inability to recognise, weaknesses in the 

system, including a reliance on talent rather than formal training.  

Politicisation of intelligence products would occur, information delivered in a 

subjective manner to meet the needs of a particular political agenda.  Chapter 

Three looks at the use of the South Manchurian Railway, primarily an 

economic concern, as another informal intelligence network, identifying a 
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lack of an intelligence cycle in Japanese intelligence as a whole, and further 

misunderstanding as to what constituted a modern intelligence product.  The 

chapter further explores the growing importance to Japan of political 

intelligence operations on the Asian mainland, particularly through the 

Siberian Intervention.  Finally, Japan’s tokumu kikan, or Special Service 

Agencies, are examined, an original development and integral to these 

operations and those undertaken later in China, Manchuria, and Southeast 

Asia.  Chapter Four examines how politicisation of the intelligence corps as a 

whole would occur, and how a culture of insubordination would evolve.  As 

key intelligence figures rose within the ranks of Japanese intelligence, a 

willingness of Japanese intelligence to become involved with, even drive, 

political intelligence operations in opposition to policy emanating from Tokyo 

would eventuate.  As factionalism arose, a clearly defined policy as pertained 

to China would be increasingly hard to come by, and changing circumstances 

in China and Russia would increasingly wrong-foot Japanese intelligence, and 

Japan itself.  Chapter Five investigates Japanese machinations in Manchuria, 

these leading to Japan’s greatest success, the establishment of the puppet state 

of Manchukuo.  Against a backdrop of political insubordination, these actions 

would be undertaken (at least initially) in opposition to Tokyo by Japan’s 

premier field formation, the Kwantung Army, through the use of what would 

amount to a prolific, but ultimately flawed, system of political intelligence 

operations and control.  Chapter Six provides an examination of Japan’s 

system of puppet-governance in Manchukuo.  Chapter Seven explores Japan’s 

early attempts to export its intelligence-driven system of puppet-governance 

to other regions.  The chapter further provides an examination of later 

manifestations of Japanese patriotic societies and insubordination in Tokyo, 

demonstrating a closing of ranks and greater homogenisation of military 

thought at this time, the military now better able to present a united front, yet 

willing to continue its reliance on intrigue and political intelligence 

operations.  Credible improvements in intelligence training and the 

intelligence system as a whole would come too late to influence what would 

later occur in China and Southeast Asia, where somewhat redundant 

intelligence systems would remain in place.  Chapter Eight argues that as 

Japan became increasingly bogged down in China post-1937, Japan would 
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seek to transpose its formerly successful, if flawed, system of political 

intelligence (and control) to China, attempting to develop puppet regimes in 

what had hitherto been a political vacuum.  Further weakness in Japanese 

intelligence is identified in the lack of communication and delineation of roles 

between intelligence organs, and further the dissolution of political 

intelligence units, diluting Japan’s limited pool of experienced intelligence 

officers.  Chapter Nine draws attention to Japan’s lack of preparation in 

relation to its advance into Southeast Asia, leading to a reversion to 

information-gathering by the Foreign Ministry and other non-military 

intelligence organs.  Chapter Ten examines belated attempts by Japan to 

engage with indigenous and separatist groups, under the guise of cooperation 

and liberation under Japan’s proposed Co-Prosperity Sphere.  These activities 

would lack a cohesive policy, and in time would prove cynical, given Japan’s 

imperial aims, leading to minimal success.  Finally, Chapter Eleven assesses 

Japan’s final attempts to circumvent and overcome weakness in its 

intelligence apparatus, through the establishment of counter-intelligence units 

and attempts at better communication and cohesion between intelligence 

organs, and how these efforts would in the end be ineffectual, and too little, 

too late. 
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