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The 20th century history of Japan under Emperor 
Hirohito, especially the period of the Axis alliance, has been 
fundamentally distorted, and in truth, is false. Specifically, the 
idea that Hirohito was an innocent bystander in a regime whose 
expansionist foreign policy was determined by out of control 
theater commanders and military bureaucrats is untrue.  

The origin of the idea of Hirohito as innocent bystander 
is well understood. It was the product of a coincidence of interest 
between Japanese and American leaders after World War II. The 
Japanese wanted to preserve the emperor and the Americans 
wanted to conduct a peaceful occupation. Thus was resurrected 
the pre-Meiji era idea of the Shogun in which real power was 
exercised through a figurehead emperor. This expedient 
approach did enable General MacArthur to conduct an 
essentially peaceful occupation, but there were, perhaps, 
unanticipated ramifications.1   

To support the thesis that the emperor had not been a 
party to Japan’s aggression and war, Japanese history had to be 
fictionalized to demonstrate Hirohito’s innocence. Even more, 
this fictional view also affected analysis of the Axis relationship 
because it denied that Germany and Japan had pursued a 
coordinated strategy.  

                                                  
1 On this coincidence of interest, see Sterling Seagrave and Peggy Seagrave, 
The Yamato Dynasty:  The Secret History of Japan’s Imperial Family (New York: 
Broadway Books, 1999) 1-8, 202-208. 
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Thus, beginning with the International Military Tribunal 
on the Far East, the Tokyo trials, the idea was put forth that the 
Japanese military in Manchuria and/or civilian bureaucrats in 
Tokyo determined the nation’s strategy, not the emperor. One of 
my mentors, Robert Butow, was an early proponent of the idea 
that bureaucrats both military and civilian determined Japan’s 
strategy.2 Former Navy intelligence officer and historian Yale 
Candee Maxon carried forward the view that Japan’s Kwangtung 
army determined Japan’s strategy.3 Well-regarded war histories 
by Toland, Costello, Spector, and most recently by Pike, adopted 
the view of a passive emperor.4 

The thesis of Hirohito as innocent bystander began to 
unravel as Japanese sources emerged to undermine it, 
especially what are called the Kido Diaries, the Sugiyama 
Memoranda, and what are known as the Emperor’s Monologues. 
The works by Japanese specialists, Edward Behr, Herbert Bix, 
Paul Manning, and David Bergamini showed conclusively that 
Hirohito was at the center of and deeply involved in, and the 
crucial decision-maker of Japan’s history of aggression, certainly 
from 1936, if not from the time of his ascendancy to the throne in 
1926.5  

While these studies have shown that Hirohito was the 
prime decision-maker, they have not shown in the matter of 
Japan’s strategy and the Axis alliance, precisely what the 
strategy was and how the alliance functioned. In other words, 
what is missing is analysis of Japan’s strategy and politics and 

                                                  
2 Tojo and the Coming of the War (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1961). 
Butow, 184, termed it ringisei, or political rule from the bottom up.  
3 Control of Japanese Foreign Policy (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1973). 
4 Ronald Spector, Eagle Against the Sun: The American War With Japan (New 
York: Vintage, 1985); John Toland, The Rising Sun: The Decline and Fall of the 
Japanese Empire, 1936-1945 (New York: Modern Library, 2003); John Costello, 
The Pacific War, 1941-1945 (New York: Harper, 2009); and Francis Pike, 
Hiroto’s War: The Pacific War, 1941-1945 (London: Bloomsbury, 2015). 
5 Edward Behr, Hirohito: Behind the Myth (New York: Villard, 1989); Paul 
Manning, Hirohito: The War Years (New York: Bantam, 1986); Herbert Bix, 
Hirohito and the Making of Modern Japan (New York Harper-Collins, 2000); 
David Bergamini, Japan’s Imperial Conspiracy (New York: Pocketbooks, 1971) 
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any conception that the Axis leaders may have practiced 
coordinated deception to achieve their aims. If the recent 
publication by prominent Japanese historian Tsutsui Koyotada is 
any indication, Japanese scholars still refuse to see Hirohito as 
the prime mover of Japan’s strategy.6  

Sun Tzu said that all war is based on deception. Von 
Clausewitz said that war is the extension of politics by other 
means. The conclusion to this syllogism is that all wartime 
politics is based on deception. But to understand what the 
deception was requires an understanding of strategy, the 
ultimate objectives being sought by the Axis leaders. My 
intention is to analyze the Hitler-Hirohito relationship as a 
strategic alliance in which deception played a crucial role from its 
proclamation in 1936 until its forced dissolution in mid-1942.  

A few preliminary observations: The first point is that 
leaders determine strategy, not theater commanders or 
bureaucrats. Thus, I will refer to Hitler and Hirohito as decision 
makers. This is not to minimize the role and influence of army 
and navy factions, especially the Go North and Go South 
factions in Japan, and foreign office bureaucrats in either 
country, or the differences between imperial headquarters and 
the Kwangtung and Korean army commands, but simply to 
acknowledge that ultimately Hirohito and Hitler were in 
command.  

In both countries there was internal opposition, as Hitler 
and Hirohito struggled to bring their respective bureaucracies 
into line with their broader strategic views. As Bix notes about 
the emperor,  

From the very start of his reign, Hirohito had 
played an active role in high-level personnel 
appointments. At such times he had imposed 
conditions, telling the prime-minister designate 
he must do such and such, or appoint[ed] 

                                                  
6 See Tsutsui Koyotada, Fifteen Lectures on Showa Japan (Tokyo: JPIC, 2016). 
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certain persons to this or that ministry so they 
could control one or another particular section 
chief…. As the China war dragged on and the 
pace of European diplomacy quickened, his 
involvement in such matters increased. 
[Moreover] his interventions were made at his 
own choosing, and intentionally concealed from 
the public.7 

The second point is that the scale of their enterprise was 
vast and global, which made their complementary actions 
sometimes difficult to perceive; it was always easier to find local 
explanations of events. As Thomas Hobbes said in Leviathan: 
“Ignorance of remote causes disposeth men to attribute all 
events to the causes immediate and instrumental: for these are 
all the causes they perceive.” 8  

Third, German-Japanese discussions were continuous 
during these years despite periods when public claims were 
made to the alliance’s breakup. The Anti-Comintern Pact of 
1936, the Nazi-Soviet Pact of 1939, the Tripartite Pact of 1940, 
and the Soviet-Japan Neutrality Treaty of 1941 were but the 
tactical, public expressions of a coordinated strategy, not 
separate actions, and were all part of a larger effort to deceive 
adversaries.  

Fourth, deception, I maintain, was the essence of their 
collaboration and the failure to understand how it was practiced, 
or that it was practiced at all, makes it impossible to understand 
how the alliance worked. Fifth, from the perspective of Hitler and 
Hirohito as prime decision makers come some new conclusions. 
Specifically, while Hitler triggered World War II, Hirohito was his 
primary enabler. In addition, the emperor was directly 
responsible for the attack on Pearl Harbor and indirectly 
responsible for the survival of the Soviet Union. Finally, and 

                                                  
7 Bix, Hirohito and the Making of Modern Japan, 356. 
8 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (New York: Touchstone, 2008), 78. 
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obviously, the Axis strategy ultimately failed, but that should not 
becloud the fact that they had pursued one.  

What was the Axis strategy? As I see it, Germany and 
Japan pursued structurally identical strategies along separate 
but related time lines. Their common objective was the 
destruction of the Soviet Union, which would lead directly to their 
common domination of the Eurasian landmass. Their policies 
were to construct forward launch pads for invasion of the Soviet 
Union, establish defense perimeters to forestall involvement in a 
two-front war, and then jointly invade the Soviet Union.  

The steps toward their ultimate objective were 
complementary and symbiotic, but asymmetrical. At the outset, 
Hirohito already had a forward base in Manchukuo, while Hitler 
had yet to build his and neither had yet built a defense perimeter. 
In practice, this meant that Hitler would take the lead, with 
Hirohito supporting Hitler’s actions depending on his and the 
German leader’s tactical needs of the moment.   

Creation of the Axis Alliance 

Hitler had begun to explore the possibilities of an 
alliance with Japan as early as the spring of 1933, but serious 
discussions did not begin until two years later, after Hitler had 
burst the shackles of the Versailles Treaty and gained control of 
his own fractious bureaucracy.  

Plotting war is a complicated and dangerous business 
that could easily backfire. Each step forward on one front had to 
be hedged by defenses on the other. Care had to be taken not to 
prod potential adversaries into counter alliances, but to keep 
them separated. At the center of this effort was the need to 
isolate and immobilize the Soviet Union. The idea was to crush 
the Russians in a two-front onslaught, yet avoid entanglement in 
a two-front war themselves. Thus, they sought to divide and 
isolate Britain and France, and not prematurely provoke the 
United States. As Hitler and Hirohito played the age-old game of 
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divide and conquer, deception and strategic ambiguity were 
central and ongoing features of their war preparations. 

The proclamation of the Anti-Comintern Pact in October 
1936 signaled that Hitler and Hirohito had joined in an alliance 
whose ultimate purpose was to achieve a position of global 
hegemony through military conquest and the path to that end 
was destruction of the Soviet Union.  

In retrospect, it is remarkable how open Hirohito had 
been in declaring his strategic objectives. Offering what in effect 
were his bona fides to Hitler, he issued two key policy 
documents two months before promulgation of the Anti-
Comintern Pact. On August 7, 1936 he promulgated the Criteria 
for National Policy and the Foreign Policy of the Empire, which 
set forth Japan’s strategy.  

As the main objective was the destruction of the Soviet 
Union, preparations would involve building up Manchukuo as the 
launching pad for invasion. Puppet regimes would secure the 
North China flank. Japan would gain control of the Western 
Pacific, eliminating the “hegemonistic policies of the Great 
Powers in East Asia.”9 The Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity 
Sphere would constitute Japan’s defense perimeter. 

By the summer of 1936, Hitler had already seized the 
Rhineland and had begun constructing the Siegfried line parallel 
to the Maginot line, his first defense perimeter in the west. Hitler 
knew that the British and French were split. Edward VIII 
sympathized with him; meanwhile the French, though powerful, 
were determined to avoid another war.  President Daladier would 
not act without Britain’s support.10 A French attack across the 
doubly fortified Maginot-Siegfried barrier was therefore highly 
unlikely. 

                                                  
9 Gaimusho, ed. Nihon gaiko nenpyo ni shuyo bunsho, ga (Tokyo: Hara Shobo, 
1969), 344-47, as quoted in Herbert Bix, Hirohito, and the Making of Modern 
Japan, 308-9, and 723-4 n.65. 
10 For a fascinating look at Edward VIII, see 17 Carnations:The Royals, The 
Nazis, and the Biggest Cover-Up in History (New York: Grand Central, 2015). 
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Maginot and Siegfried lines 

 

Before turning east to create the launch pad for invasion 
of the Soviet Union, Hitler needed to call upon Hirohito to 
immobilize Stalin. It was the very purpose of their alliance first to 
immobilize and then to attack the Soviet Union. Although 
agreeing on the strategic objective of gaining control of the 
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Eurasian landmass, Hitler and Hirohito disagreed on tactics. 
Hitler repeatedly pressed for an open military alliance, while 
Hirohito wanted to keep their partnership completely secret. 
Their first compromise was to agree to make their partnership 
public, but to make its purpose ambiguous.  

Thus, the Anti-Comintern Pact did not name the Soviet 
Union as the target, but merely international communism, 
although everyone knew that the term was a synonym for the 
Soviet Union. While both publicly declared that the pact was “not 
directed against the Soviet Union” and was “strictly defensive” in 
scope, the secret protocol explicitly named the Soviet Union as 
the target of their alliance.11 

These early alliance discussions illustrated a 
fundamental difference that would characterize their respective 
approaches thereafter, with Hitler pressing for a more open 
alliance relationship, as the way to deter Stalin, and Hirohito 
preferring a more stealthy approach. Indeed, the emperor 
preferred strategic ambiguity to public declaration and to wage 
war without declaring it. Thus, the Anti-Comintern Pact was a 
thinly disguised compromise, but a quiet declaration of war 
against the Soviet Union. 

Stalin’s Counter Strategy 

In the meantime, however, Stalin had learned of the 
German-Japanese discussions. Acutely aware of the growing 
two-front war danger, he quickly put in place a counter strategy 
designed to disrupt their alliance and divert them away from 
Soviet borders. That change required a major reversal of 
strategy from isolationism to engagement with the West, as 
Stalin sought to mobilize opposition to Germany and Japan. By 
May of 1935, he had put in place a rudimentary containment 
structure in Europe, concluding defense pacts with France and 
Czechoslovakia. 
                                                  
11 For the pact and accompanying protocols, see James Morley, ed., Deterrent 
Diplomacy: Japan, Germany, and the USSR, 1935-1940 (New York: Columbia U. 
Press, 1976), 261-67. 
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The 7th Comintern Congress in July-August 1935 
symbolized the dramatic shift in Soviet foreign policy and 
extended the containment concept worldwide. Proclaiming its 
opposition to German Fascism and Japanese Militarism, the 
Comintern decreed that henceforth communists the world over 
would be permitted to join capitalist governments. Their 
participation in such governments would transform them into 
“democracies of a new type,” a reversal of a long-standing 
ideological prohibition.12 

 Popular Front governments were formed in France and 
Spain in 1936 and in China in 1937 where it would be called the 
Second United Front. Indeed, the Xi’an Incident of December 
1936 marked a major turn in the Far Eastern alignment, as Stalin 
through the Chinese Communists persuaded Chiang Kai-shek to 
reverse his position from accommodation with Japan and 
extermination of the Chinese Communists to conflict with Japan 
and cooperation with the Chinese Communists. 

Hitler had sought to assist Hirohito by supporting Chiang 
Kai-shek in his pro-Japanese, anti-CCP strategy, but Stalin 
outmaneuvered him. Even then Hitler sought to assist Hirohito by 
promoting reconciliation between him and Chiang, an effort in 
which he persisted beyond the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese 
conflict in July until the Rape of Nanking foreclosed it in 
December 1937. 

 Everywhere, communist parties promised to amend 
their social and economic policies to make them compatible with 
these new democracies in their common struggle against 
Fascism and Militarism.  The shift in Soviet strategy seemed to 
have preempted the Axis strategy, as by the end of 1937 the 
Spanish Civil War and the Sino-Japanese War temporarily had 
diverted German and Japanese attention away from their 
objective of attacking the Soviet Union. The extent of the Soviet 

                                                  
12 Richard C. Thornton, China: A Political History, 1917-1980  (Boulder: 
Westview, 1982), chapter V. 
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role in provoking both conflicts has not been given the attention it 
deserves, but would be a fruitful area of future research. 

If Stalin thought that diverting Germany and Japan away 
from Soviet borders would buy him time, he would be 
disappointed. Hitler’s involvement in support of Franco simply 
gave him added leverage against France, especially as 
Mussolini’s support in Spain led to Italy’s inclusion in the anti-
Comintern Pact as an equal member in November 1937. 
Hirohito’s involvement in China simply accelerated the Japanese 
military buildup from an army of 250,000 in 1937 to 2.1 million in 
1941, with one third of it deployed to the mainland, a deployment 
which was universally and mistakenly interpreted to mean that 
Japan intended to subdue all of China.  
 
Hitler Turns East 

In any case, by the end of 1937, Hitler was ready to 
move east. The November 5 meeting described by the Hossbach 
Memorandum put forth Hitler’s immediate foreign policy 
objectives in much the same way that Hirohito’s Foreign Policy 
statements of August 1936 had done. His first decision was to 
secure Germany’s flank by seizing Austria and Czechoslovakia. 
To deter the Soviet Union he sought to strengthen the anti-
Comintern Pact. For the following three years, Hitler, Hirohito, 
and at times Mussolini, engaged in protracted negotiations 
whose professed objective was to strengthen and transform the 
anti-Comintern Pact into a Tripartite Pact. Hirohito was 
committed to the alliance with Hitler, but as before, he insisted 
on keeping his position ambiguous.  

As Hitler and Hirohito had long since agreed on their 
common strategy, these “negotiations” were an elaborate 
charade designed to serve both domestic and foreign policy 
needs. Domestically, they were a means by which both leaders 
gradually brought about agreement within their own fractious 
bureaucracies. For example, seven Japanese governments 
would be engaged in these negotiations between March 1936 
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and October 1941.13 Each new government would move the 
internal consensus a step closer to the emperor’s view. Hitler, on 
the other hand, consolidated control over policy at home, 
removing his foreign minister Konstantin Von Neurath, and 
Generals Freiherr Werner Von Fritsch and Werner Von 
Blomberg, who opposed him. 

The negotiations also served as a soft, disinformation 
deterrent to keep Stalin off balance. There was endless 
discussion and disagreement about objectives, modalities, and 
obligations. Against what combination of adversaries should the 
pact be directed? Should it be directed against the Soviet Union, 
Great Britain, France, and the United States, or solely against 
the Soviet Union? Should their alliance be military, or just 
political? Should their obligations be automatic, or defer to 
constitutional processes?14  

The substance of these talks was passed to Stalin 
through his spy Richard Sorge.15 Sorge is a fascinating case. 
Thought to be a master spy, it is better to view him as Hirohito’s 
conduit to Stalin.  

The communications track was rather straightforward. It 
went from Hirohito to his close aid Marquis Kido, who relayed 
information to Saionji Kinkaze, the grandson of the aging Prince 
Saionji, who opposed Hirohito’s strategy. He then passed 
information to Ozaki Hotsumi, confidant of Prince Konoe, who 
told it to Sorge. Sorge, of course, then passed the information on 

                                                  
13 These were the governments of: Hirota, Koki; Hayashi, Senjuro; Konoe, 
Fumimaro; Hiranuma, Kiichiro; Abe, Nobuyuki; Yonai, Mitsumasa; and Konoe, 
Fumimaro. 
14 For a detailed account of these negotiations, see Ohata Tokushiro, “The Anti-
Comintern Pact, 1935-1939,” in James Morley, ed., Deterrent Diplomacy: Japan, 
Germany and the USSR, 1935-1940  (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1976), 49-111. 
15 For accounts of the Sorge spy ring, see F.W. Deakin and G. R. Storry, The 
Case of Richard Sorge (London: Chatto & Windus, 1966); Gordon Prange, 
Target Tokyo: The Story of the Sorge Spy Ring (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1984); 
Chalmers Johnson, An Instance of Treason: Ozaki Hotsumi and the Sorge Spy 
Ring ( Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1964).  
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to Stalin.  In short, Sorge was a controlled agent passing to 
Stalin what Hirohoto wanted him to know.  

The Japanese police followed their every move and 
would pick up both Ozaki and Sorge, shutting down their 
espionage ring two months before Pearl Harbor.16 

By early 1938, Hitler was on the move in Eastern 
Europe. On March 13, he sent his troops into Austria, effecting 
what he called the Anschluss. Within days, he began to demand 
autonomy for the German population of Czechoslovakia, in the 
Sudetenland. Appreciating that neither Great Britain, nor France 
would honor their treaty commitments to defend Czechoslovakia, 
Hitler sought to ensure that the Soviet Union, which also had a 
defense treaty with Prague, would also not act.  

It is here that Hirohito played a deterrent role, enlarging 
a border clash in the area near Vladivostok into what could 
potentially become a major incident. Border clashes between 
Soviet and Japanese Manchukuoan forces were common, 
averaging as Hata notes two to three per week during these 
years.17  

The question is: why did Hirohito, and it was Hirohito, not 
local commanders, escalate and protract this particular incident? 
What was termed the Changkufeng Incident, or the Lake Khasan 
Incident, occurred over a five-week period from July 6 to August 
11, 1938 paralleling British-French negotiations with Hitler that 
led to the Munich agreement in September. 

 

 

 

                                                  
16 David Bergamini, Japan’s Imperial Conspiracy (New York: William Morrow, 
1971), 702, 840-41. 
17 Hata Ikuhiko, “The Japanese-Soviet Confrontation, 1935-1939,” in Morley, 
Deterrent Diplomacy, 133. 
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The border incident served multiple purposes. Japan’s 
Kwangtung Army was preparing to move on Wuhan in central 
China, its largest operation to date. Would Stalin do anything to 
help his new ally Chiang Kai-shek? To test his intentions, the 
Korea Army, a separate command from the Kwangtung Army, 
indeed, solely the 19th division of the Korea Army, would be 
charged with enlarging a border clash near Vladivostok. The 
incident would not only divert Soviet forces away from support of 
Chiang, but also engage them in a substantial way while Hitler 
was moving to secure control over part of Czechoslovakia. As 
Coox observed: 

The Japanese would fight their way to 
Changkufeng peak…but would not cross into 
accepted Soviet territory. There would be no 
pursuit operations. Japanese forces would be 
limited to… one division, the 19th Division of the 
Korea Army, without tank or air support. IGHQ 
alone would direct the probe [and] the Japanese 

 

Nomonhan and Changkufeng 
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government [would] seek a settlement through 
diplomacy.18 

 

Hirohito had complete control of the incident, 
admonishing his Army Minister General Seishiro Itagaki that “not 
a single Japanese soldier is to be moved without my 
permission.”19 Following a cease-fire agreement on August 11, 
Japanese forces promptly withdrew from the very ground they 
had fought over. Casualties were heavy, roughly between three 
and four thousand killed and wounded on each side, although 
accurate numbers are still hard to come by. In short, Hirohito’s 
diversion succeeded. Stalin took no action to support Chiang 
Kai-shek, or to oppose Hitler. 

By the end of the year, as Hitler was consolidating his 
conquests in Austria and the Sudetenland, Hirohito was 
completing his acquisitions in China, taking control of the entire 
China coast down to Canton in December, a move that partially 
shut down the Indochina supply line to Chiang Kai-shek. 
Thereafter, Hirohito would conduct no further large-scale military 
campaigns in China until 1944.  

For the emperor, China was a side theater that he 
attempted to stabilize through creation of puppet collaborationist 
regimes, with Chiang Kai-shek if possible, without him if 
necessary. Hirohito’s objective was never to conquer all of 
China, impossible in any case. In February and March 1939, 
Hirohito directed the Japanese navy to secure control of Hainan 
Island and the French-claimed but unoccupied Spratly Islands, 
important parts of the defense perimeter. 

 
 

                                                  
18 Alvin D. Coox, Nomonhan: Japan Against Russia, 1939, (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1985), 124. 
19 Bix, Hirohito and the Making of Modern Japan, 348. 
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The Polish Launch Pad and the Two-Front War Problem 

At the same time, Hitler was setting his sights on Poland. 
Before turning fully to the Polish problem, in March 1939 he 
brushed aside the Munich Agreement and coerced the surrender 
of what remained of Czechoslovakia, the provinces of Moravia 
and Bohemia. These provinces held few Germans but did 
contain the major arms complexes of Skoda and Brno. As Watt 
notes: 

Enough arms had fallen into [Hitler’s] hands to 
equip a further twenty divisions…. The 
enormous armament manufacturing complexes 
... of Skoda … and … Brno … lifted Germany’s 
part in world arms production by 15 percent, 
making her second only to the United States 
among the world’s industrial powers.20 

Greatly fortified and with confidence brimming, Hitler 
turned to the question of Poland. The main problem he faced in 
establishing the Polish launch pad was how to avoid triggering a 
war for which he was not yet ready. Militarily, Hitler’s forces were 
still numerically inferior to those he faced on both fronts. 
Diplomatically, interlocking security commitments among Britain, 
France, Poland, and the Soviet Union threatened Hitler with a 
two-front war if he invaded Poland.  

Initially, he sought to obtain Polish Prime Minister Josef 
Beck’s concurrence to permit German access through a corridor 
across Polish territory to Danzig, actually a cover for his real 
objective. But Beck refused, defending Polish sovereignty. 
Ironically, Stalin was making an identical demand of Beck for 
Soviet access in case of a German attack, which he also 
refused. Beck opted, instead, for British and French guarantees, 
a fateful choice. 

                                                  
20 Donald Cameron Watt, How War Came: The Immediate Origins of the Second 
World War, 1938-1939 (New York: Pantheon, 1989), 195. 
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Once Beck rejected Hitler’s demands, there was no 
alternative but to use force and the main problem was seen to be 
Stalin. As neither Britain nor France had done anything to help 
Czechoslovakia, Hitler reasoned, they would do nothing to help 
Poland, either.  

Stalin was another matter and Hitler sought to 
immobilize him by calling on Hirohito to again proclaim their 
alliance by turning the Anti-Comintern Pact into a Tripartite Pact. 
Once again Hirohito demurred. The emperor continued to prefer 
strategic ambiguity to an open alliance, although he reaffirmed 
his commitment to Hitler. On April 24, Hirohito informed German 
Ambassador Eugen Ott of his commitment to “a full military 
alliance with Hitler,” but with two reservations: 

That the clauses of the alliance directed against 
the democracies should be kept secret and that 
Japan’s entry into World War II should not 
necessarily follow at once upon Germany’s but 
should be made, in all good faith, as soon 
afterward as Japan’s strength warranted.21 

In other words, Hirohito would not yet agree to an open 
alliance, deciding to keep his role secret. Nor would he join in the 
war against the Soviet Union until he had secured his own 
defense perimeter. At this point neither Germany nor Japan had 
completed construction of them, which, for Japan, centrally 
involved the United States. It was Hirohito’s view that “Hitler’s 
‘loud talk’ had caused the democracies to start rearming and so 
had spoiled everything.”22  

Hitler, by all accounts, was publicly outraged by 
Hirohito’s decision, but, beyond his immediate reaction, agreed 
with his approach. His subsequent public disparagement of 
Hirohito and the Japanese was yet another deception, as he 
signed the so-called pact of steel with Mussolini on May 22.  

                                                  
21 Bergamini, Japan’s Imperial Conspiracy, 737. 
22 Ibid, 738. 
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The problem they faced was difficult. It was essential to 
immobilize Stalin yet reassure him that Germany and Japan 
were not plotting a two-front war against him. In this way they 
hoped to dissuade him from linking up with Britain, France, and 
possibly the United States. Hence, the feigned breakup of 
ongoing negotiations to strengthen the Axis alliance offered 
encouragement to the Soviet leader that he could keep them 
apart.  

Stalin bought it. By early 1939, however, his worst 
nightmare seemed to be coming true, as both Hitler’s and 
Hirohito’s actions raised the specter of a two-front war. So, Stalin 
sent a strong signal of his interest in a deal with Hitler over 
Poland on May 3 by removing Foreign Minister Maxim Litvinov 
and replacing him with Vyacheslav Molotov. Litvinov had 
personified the anti-Fascist, anti-Imperialist strategy, while 
Molotov entered with a clean slate.23 Thereafter, the two parties 
conducted secret talks under the cover of public negotiations to 
improve economic ties. 

As Hitler began secret discussions with Stalin, Hirohito 
acted to provide the Soviet dictator with an incentive to come to 
terms with him.24 This was Nomonhan. In early May Hirohito had 
sanctioned the policy “Outline for Dealing With Disputes Along 
the Manchuria-Soviet Border” and instructed Prince Kanin, one 
of his top elder strategists, to commence a border conflict in the 
area where the Outer Mongolian, Inner Mongolian, and 
Manchukuoan borders intersected.25 

For the next four months and under Hirohito’s firm 
control Japanese forces clashed with the Russians in ever 
escalating battles involving several hundred thousand troops, 
hundreds of aircraft and tanks, even poison gas. Each side 

                                                  
23 Stalin sent Litvinov to be Soviet ambassador to the United States. 
24 See Stuart D. Goldman, Nomonhan, 1939: The Red Army’s Victory That 
Shaped World War II (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 2012) for discussion of 
the interaction between the negotiations for the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact and the 
Nomonhan battles. 
25 For a detailed analysis, see Coox, Nomonhan: Japan Against Russia, 1939.  
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would suffer combat deaths in excess of twenty thousand men! 
All of which led Stalin to conclude that he was better off striking a 
deal with Hitler to keep Germany and Japan apart, than he was 
in striking a deal with Britain and France to protect Poland. 

None of this was inevitable. Stalin could have deterred 
Hitler by offering the same guarantee to Poland that he did to 
Outer Mongolia. At the end of May when the Nomonhan battles 
were in full swing Molotov declared that the Soviet Union would 
defend the borders of the Mongolian People’s Republic “just as 
vigorously as we shall defend our own borders.”26 Or, Stalin 
could have provided troops and arms to Poland as he had done 
to Spain, but did not. Stalin’s choice was to turn Hitler west. 

Testimony to the depth of Stalin’s fear of a two-front war 
was his readiness to sacrifice the entire world communist 
movement by entering into a deal with the hated Hitler to save 
the Soviet Union. Over the next two years the entire movement 
collapsed in disillusionment, as world over communists and their 
liberal sympathizers fled the movement.  

 

                                        The Nazi-Soviet Pact 

                                                  
26 David Dallin, Soviet Russia and the Far East (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1948), 39. 
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With Nomonhan, Hirohito had been instrumental in 
persuading Stalin to strike a deal with Hitler. The Nazi-Soviet 
Pact of August 23, 1939 satisfied each leader’s short-term goals. 
Stalin traded his failed collective security strategy and the 
international communist movement for space--the acquisition of 
the eastern half of Poland and the absorption of Estonia, Latvia, 
Bessarabia, and a sphere of influence over Finland. On paper, 
he also kept hope alive that he could split the German-Japanese 
combination. 

Hitler, in triggering WWII on September 1, had secured 
an immediate buffer zone in Western Poland and in the process 
had also established the future launch pad for his invasion of the 
Soviet Union. Attacking Poland brought prompt declarations of 
war from Great Britain and France, but aside from the 
deployment of the British expeditionary army of 330,000 men to 
the French-Belgium border, little else.  

The failure of Britain and France to attack told Hitler that 
he had maneuvered successfully through a very tough 
geopolitical thicket, immobilizing the Soviet Union in the east with 
help from Hirohito and Great Britain and France in the west 
courtesy of his pact of steel with Mussolini. During what was 
called the “phony war” through the winter and spring Britain and 
France sat like rabbits transfixed before a cobra coiling to strike. 

Stalin, however, did not immediately follow Hitler’s move 
into Poland, waiting until Corps Commander Georgy Zhukov had 
delivered a devastating blow to Japan’s 23rd Division at 
Nomonhan, destroying it. He would move not a single soldier into 
Poland until the day after he had signed a cease-fire agreement 
with Tokyo on September 16, underscoring his continuing fear of 
being tricked into entanglement in a two-front war.  

Hirohito had sacrificed an entire division to support 
Hitler’s gambit and was quite prepared to settle as soon as the 
war began. Throughout, he sought to reassure Stalin, both 
through diplomatic channels and via Sorge, that the border 
conflict was a localized event that Japan had no intention of 
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escalating. The idea that Hirohito had been shocked by the Nazi-
Soviet Pact was untrue, as events would shortly demonstrate. 
Many Japanese officials were outraged by Hitler’s implicit 
repudiation of the anti-Comintern Pact, but they were not privy to 
Hitler’s and Hirohito’s strategy. 

In the meantime, to secure his defenses to the north, 
Stalin invaded Finland. In a costly, three-and-a-half month war 
from November 30, 1939 until March 12, 1940, Stalin deployed 
over 450,000 troops against a Finnish army of less than a third 
that size. Although eventually defeating the Finns, the Soviets 
lost over three hundred thousand dead and wounded. The poor 
combat performance of the Red Army led many to doubt its 
strength, but they would be wrong. 

Hitler’s invasion of Belgium, the Netherlands, and 
Luxembourg in early May and France a month later led to total 
German dominance of continental Europe within five weeks.  
The claim that Hitler intended to follow the conquest of Europe 
with an invasion of Britain was untrue. Operation Sea Lion was a 
bluff. Had Hitler intended to invade, he certainly would not have 
permitted the British to evacuate the expeditionary army of 
330,000 troops from Dunkirk. He still harbored hope that he 
could promote the return of pro-German Edward VIII as king.27 
But it was true that Hitler sought to neutralize the island nation by 
gaining control of the air and sea. The Battle of Britain had mixed 
results, but the submarine attacks on transatlantic convoys were 
more successful. 

Aside from being strategically contradictory, there was 
simply no possibility that Hitler would have embarked his army 
for an invasion of Great Britain and left Germany vulnerable to 
attack by Stalin. Indeed, having seized control of Western 
Europe, Hitler immediately ordered preparations for the invasion 
of the Soviet Union, and began construction of the Atlantic Wall, 
his defense perimeter. 

                                                  
27  See Andrew Morton, 17 Carnations: The Royals, The Nazis, and the Biggest 
Cover-UP in History (New York: Grand Central, 2015). 
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Stalin had not been shocked by Hitler’s invasion; indeed, 
he welcomed it. But he was shocked at how feeble European 
resistance had been, for with France’s surrender Stalin now 
faced once again the dreaded two-front war danger. There is, of 
course, a substantial body of literature that argues that Stalin 
saw Hitler as the Icebreaker, who would destroy the Versailles 
system and who Stalin himself would destroy in turn.28  

Hitler had built his position and it was now time for 
Hirohito to do the same. The feigned outrage over the Nazi-
Soviet Pact vanished, as, through the summer, the two leaders 

                                                  
28 See Viktor Suvorov, Icebreaker: Who Started the Second World War? (Bristol: 
PL UK Publishing, 2012) and The Chief Culprit: Stalin’s Grand Design to Start 
World War II (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 2008) 

 
Hitler’s Defense Perimeter 
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with Mussolini negotiated the terms of the Tripartite Pact, which 
for the first time prominently aligned all three nations in alliance. 
Still, however, in deference to Hirohito the object of their alliance 
was left shrouded in ambiguity. Some thought the pact was 
designed to deter the United States; some thought it was 
directed at the Soviet Union. In truth, it was directed at both.  

Hirohito needed to build his defense perimeter by 
moving south and he sought to use the pact to deter both FDR 
and Stalin as he did so. Hitler was supportive in two ways. He 
leaned on Vichy France to grant Japan control of northern 
Indochina to shut down the supply line to China. But what was 
perhaps most important, was the grandest deception perhaps of 
all time that the three leaders perpetrated against Stalin.   

Quite literally, as the Tripartite allies were sitting down 
with Stalin in the fall of 1940 carving up the world around them in 
the Molotov-Ribbentrop talks of November 12-13, Hitler was 
preparing the order for Barbarossa—the invasion of the Soviet 
Union, which he signed on December 18. 

If Stalin’s intelligence service did not inform him that 
Hitler had decided to attack, then surely reports of hundreds of 
German troop and supply trains steaming toward Poland left no 
doubt about it. For Stalin, it was imperative that he not become 
entangled in the dreaded two-front war and so sought to come to 
terms now with Hirohito. Hirohito was receptive. It was his turn to 
replicate Hitler’s recent feat of securing the launch pad and 
turning to build a defense perimeter, prior to attacking the Soviet 
Union. 

There is a misconception about the Soviet-Japan 
Neutrality Treaty that says it was Hirohito’s payback for Hitler’s 
betrayal with the Nazi-Soviet Pact. In fact, the Neutrality Treaty 
had been carefully choreographed with Hitler, as Foreign 
Minister Matsuoka spent several weeks in Berlin and Rome 
before traveling to Moscow to sign the pact.  
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Hirohito had learned from Ambassador Oshima and 
other intelligence sources that Hitler was preparing to invade the 
Soviet Union before he agreed to the April treaty.29 That meant 
there was no possibility of a Soviet attack on Japan. Stalin would 
obviously not attack Japan while being attacked by Germany. 
Therefore, Hirohito’s motive for signing the treaty was not to 
secure Japan’s northern border while he moved south. Rather, it 
was to deceive and reassure Stalin that Japan would not also 
attack the Soviet Union when Germany did. 

This reassurance was necessary as Hirohito nearly 
doubled Japan’s forces in Manchuria after signing the treaty from 
400,000 to 750,000 men. One third of Japan’s army was now in 
Manchuria. Even though leaking through Sorge that Japan had 
no intention of attacking the Soviet Union and was instead 
moving south, the Manchurian deployment forced Stalin to keep 
his Siberian forces in place. 

 Hitler attacked the Soviet Union on June 22, 1941 with 
149 divisions, two thirds of his army, three million men, 3,350 
tanks, and 2,770 planes. The attack triggered reactions all 
across the board, but especially in Tokyo. Foreign Minister 
Matsuoka, who had negotiated the Neutrality treaty just two 
months before now demanded that Hirohito forego the decision 
to build a defense perimeter at all and immediately join in the 
attack against the Soviet Union. After three weeks of rancorous 
argument, Hirohito’s decision was to stick with the original plan. 
Thus, on July 15, the Konoye government resigned en masse 
and then reconstituted without Matsuoka.  

Hirohito’s decision was contained in the July 2 “Outline 
of National Policies in View of the Changing Situation.” There 
were three main points. Point one stated: “Our Empire is 
determined to follow a program which will result in the 
establishment of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere,” 
which, translated, meant that Japan would proceed with 
construction of her defense perimeter. Point two stated: 

                                                  
29 Bergamini, Japan’s Imperial Conspiracy, 795. 
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“Preparation for war with Great Britain and the United States will 
be made…” if they interfere. Point three stated: “Our attitude in 
regard to the German-Soviet war will be based on the spirit of 
the Tripartite Pact. We will not enter the conflict for the time 
being. We will secretly strengthen our military preparedness 
against the Soviet Union…. If the German-Soviet war should 
develop to the advantage of our Empire, we will, by resorting to 
armed force, settle the Northern Question.”30 

The phrase “develop to the advantage of our Empire” 
was clarified to mean that if either Moscow fell, or Stalin moved 
Siberian troops to Moscow, then Japan would promptly join in 
the war. I happen to believe that this was Hirohito’s greatest 
mistake. Had Japan attacked immediately the Soviet Union 
would have fallen. Moreover, the United States would not have 
entered the war. As we know there was no public support in the 
United States for war and unilateral action would have been very 
difficult. Nor did the United States then possess the military 
power to challenge Japan. 

Nevertheless, June 22 brought a major reversal of 
FDR’s strategy. He froze Japan’s assets, cut off oil supply, 
closed the Panama Canal to Japan’s ships, and reversed policy 
toward the Philippines by deciding to defend it. He brought 
General Douglas MacArthur out of retirement and began to 
deploy what were planned to be some two hundred and seventy 
B-17s and the bulk of the American submarine force to the 
islands. (Only thirty-five B-17s would have been sent by 
December 7.) He also decided to support the volunteer Flying 
Tigers deployment to China. All this was designed to push 
Hirohito to deal with the United States by generating a threat to 
attack Japan’s rear should the empire attack the Soviet Union. 

It is highly unlikely that the German invasion caught the 
Soviets by surprise, but it obviously came sooner than expected 
because hundreds of thousands of Soviet troops were caught 
out of position. But whatever the reason, the Germans advanced 

                                                  
30 Ibid, 809. 
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across Eastern Poland toward Leningrad, Moscow, and Kiev 
capturing nearly a million Russian soldiers en route.  In early 
October, after a lull to resupply his forces, Hitler renewed his 
offensive with six armies, drawing to within fifty miles of Moscow, 
and prompting Stalin to offer to settle.  

When Hitler refused, Stalin began to evacuate Moscow 
and move Siberian forces west. It seemed that Hirohito’s 
conditions for entry into the war were coming to pass.31  
 
The Decision to Attack Pearl Harbor 

The German advance on Moscow determined the timing 
of Hirohito’s decision to attack Pearl Harbor. The day after the 
Moscow evacuation began, October 16, the Konoye government 
fell and was replaced by the strongly pro-German Hideki Tojo. 
Installation of the Tojo government completed a shift Hirohito 
had begun some time earlier of removing members of the 
Imperial family from prominent positions and replacing them with 
military men.32  

Tojo conducted a full review of Japan’s position and at 
the November 5 Imperial Conference announced a timetable for 
action. If there was no political agreement with the United States 
by the end of the month to establish Japan’s defense perimeter 
by peaceful means, then Japan would establish it by force with 
simultaneous attacks in Burma, Thailand, Malaya, Hong Kong, 
the Philippines, Guam, Wake Island, and, of course, Pearl 
Harbor. Incidentally, on November 17, FDR declared the North 
Pacific a vacant sea, to facilitate tracking of Japanese naval 
movements. 

                                                  
31 See James Perry, “North Wind Averted:  Operation Barbarossa and the Pearl 
Harbor Attack,” in this issue of Journal of Strategy and Politics. 
32 Thus, by mid-October 1941, Princes Konoye, Kanin, Fushimi, Takamatsu, and 
Higashikuni had all been removed from prominent roles in government. Only a 
handful of leaders around  Naval Commander IsorokuYamamoto and the 
emperor knew of the Pearl Harbor plans. Bergamini, Japan’s Imperial 
Conspiracy, 849, claims that Hirohito did not inform General Tojo of the Pearl 
Harbor plan until the December 1 Imperial Conference, but that seems too late.  
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                     Hirohito’s Defense Perimeter 

 

By the middle of November, after having been bogged 
down in the rain, snow, and mud, the terrain hardened and 
German forces began what they hoped would be the final push 
to encircle and capture Moscow. By the 24th, it seemed that the 
Russian capital was within Hitler’s grasp. On that day, Japan’s 
First Air Fleet departed Hitokappu Wan for Pearl Harbor. The 
idea, it appears, was for Hirohito to have established his defense 
perimeter when Moscow fell so Japan would be ready to join in 
the war. 

The objective of Japan’s attacks was to destroy those 
assets that could project power great distances and compromise 
the perimeter. That meant in the first instance attacks on the 
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carriers at Pearl Harbor and the long-range bombers in the 
Philippines. FDR knew that the Japanese had an extensive 
espionage presence reporting on ship and air movements in both 
places and so had to wait until literally the last minute before 
moving these assets to safety.33 

Within a day of the Air Fleet’s departure FDR acted, 
seemingly playing cat and mouse with the Japanese over the 
carriers and planes. As soon as the fleet departed, FDR issued 
three orders. The first was to break off the negotiations with 
Japan. This was Secretary of State Cordell Hull’s ten-point 
proposal, which the Japanese considered to be an ultimatum. 
Second, was to issue a war warning to all posts, ordering that 
Japan be permitted to fire the first shot. Third, was to move the 
carriers, Enterprise and Lexington, out of Pearl Harbor and to 
redeploy the thirty-five B-17s south from Clark air base to the Del 
Monte plantation in Mindanao.34 

The intelligence is complicated, but the juxtaposition 
alone of the First Air Fleet’s departure and these orders suggests 
strongly that FDR was well informed of Hirohito’s decisions.35 
Breaking Japanese codes was important, but it was traffic 
analysis and direction finding that were the critical capabilities at 
this moment enabling American, British, Dutch, and Australian 
intelligence to track the movement of Japan’s fleet.  

Among the twenty-two intelligence facilities operated by 
the four allies, the United States maintained radio intercept 
stations at Dutch Harbor in the Aleutians, at Sitka, Alaska; 
Seattle, Washington; San Francisco and San Diego, California; 
the Panama Canal, Hawaii, Midway, Samoa, Wake Island, 
Guam, Wake, and Corregidor. Great Britain operated stations at 

                                                  
33 John Sharkey, “The MacArthur Mutiny,” Washington Post, Outlook, December 
5, 1993, B1 and Robert B. Stinnet, Day of Deceit (New York: Free Press, 2000), 
81-87. 
34 John Costello, Days of Infamy: MacArthur, Roosevelt, Churchill—The Shocking 
Truth Revealed (New York: Pocket books, 1994), 24-25. 
35 For the best survey of the signals intelligence, see Timothy Wilford, Pearl 
Harbor Redefined: USN Radio Intelligence in 1941 (Adelphi: UPA, 2001).  
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Singapore and Hong Kong. The Netherlands had a station in 
Batavia, Dutch East Indies, and the Australians at Melbourne.36 

 

 

Enterprise departed Pearl Harbor on November 28, 
ostensibly on a delivery run to transfer 21 planes to Wake Island, 
but a dozen of the fleet’s most modern cruisers accompanied 
Enterprise. Japan’s spy in Honolulu, Takahashi Morimura, who 
charted the location of ships at anchor, informed Tokyo that the 
carrier was scheduled to return on December 5. Naval 
intelligence intercepted and read his diplomatic cables. 

Unwilling to reconsider his plans in the face of 
Enterprise’s departure, and anxious to have all preparations 
completed to join in the attack on the Soviet Union when 
Moscow fell, as seemed imminent, Hirohito took a calculated 
risk. He calculated that Enterprise would have returned to Pearl 
Harbor and the bombers would be on the ground at Clark Air 

                                                  
36 See Stinnet, Day of Deceit, 68. 

Area covered by US and allied radio intercept stations 
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Base in the Philippines when he attacked and so issued the Go 
order to Climb Mt. Niitaka on December 2.37  

Enterprise did not return on December 5, but remained 
at sea until after the events of the 7th. Bad weather was given for 
the delay. Worse, Lexington also departed Pearl Harbor on 
December 5, on an ostensible plane delivery accompanied by 
several modern cruisers.38 Thus, both carriers and several dozen 
of the fleet’s best ships and planes were not there when Japan 
struck Pearl Harbor on December 7th, but seventeen B-17s were 
inexplicably still at Clark Air Base nine hours after the strike on 
Pearl Harbor and were destroyed.39 Worst of all, however, 
Moscow did not fall, defended by crack troops sent from the Far 
East. 

                                                  
37 That day FDR issued his “fish bait” order to arm and send into harm’s way the 
navy sloops Lanikai, Isabel, and Molley Moore. 
38 The Utah, a target ship, and three 1920s-era cruisers, the Raleigh, Tangier, 
and the Detroit were anchored where the carriers would have been. See the 
accompanying map and Alan Zimm, The Attack on Pearl Harbor: Strategy, 
Combat, Myths, Deceptions (Philadelphia: Casemate, 2011), 180. 
39 A dispute between MacArthur and newly arrived Major General Lewis 
Brereton, commander of the Far East Air Force, accounts for the presence of the 
B-17s at Clark Air Base on the 7th.Sharkey, “The MacArthur Mutiny,” maintained 
that the bombers would have been at risk in Mindanano, too, from Japanese 
attacks launched from bases in Palau. 
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The absence of the carriers, it seems to me, is what 
explains Admiral Nagumo’s decision to cancel the third planned 
strike on Pearl Harbor. He may have wanted to conserve 
ammunition in case he encountered the American carriers on the 
way out. The Japanese did not attack the twenty-six large fuel 
tanks adjacent to Ford Island, or the loaded fuel tanker, Neosho, 
anchored between the battleships California and Maryland, or 
the submarine pens, or the repair yards, because they had 
intended to seize Hawaii and use those assets for themselves. 

 

 

The prospect of Japan’s conquest of Hawaii was of great 
concern to Chief of Staff, General George Marshall. In a 
December 20 memo to FDR, two weeks after the attack, 
Marshall considered the Imperial navy, having seized control of 
the Mid-Pacific, now “free to operate directly against Hawaii.” 
Marshall judged it doubtful that Japan could overrun Oahu 
through amphibious landings, “but without adequate defensive 
measures, other islands of the (Hawaiian) group could be taken 
easily.” If they established bases on the other islands, he went 

Fuel storage tanks at Pearl Harbor 
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on, they could “use air power to blockade Oahu and starve it 
out.”40 

Hirohito declined to attack Hawaii, I submit, for two 
reasons. First, because the carriers were still there to defend it, 
but more importantly because the main objective was the Soviet 
Union. Thus, Hirohito decided to seek out and destroy the 
carriers first, the only asset the United States had left to threaten 
his defense perimeter. Only then would Japan’s rear areas be 
secure and only then would Hirohito be prepared to join in the 
war against the Soviet Union.  

Over the next six months the Imperial Navy sought out 
the carriers, which were indeed roaming freely inside Japan’s 
defense perimeter attacking targets of opportunity. They sank 
the Langley off Java on February 27, 1942; attempted a second, 
unsuccessful sneak attack on Pearl Harbor by two long-range 
float planes on March 1; and sent a large, six carrier task force 
into the Indian Ocean in late March, sinking the British carrier 
Hermes and several other ships while raiding Ceylon and 
Trincomalee. Then, in early May, during the battle of the Coral 
Sea, the Japanese sank Lexington and thought they had sunk 
Yorktown, but had not.41 

In the meantime, FDR decided to demonstrate to 
Hirohito that his defense perimeter was not secure. This was the 
Doolittle Raid on Tokyo, April 18, 1942, which stunned and 
confused Japanese analysts. They could not determine the 
origin of the attack, believing that Japan was beyond the reach of 
American air power. As no carrier-launched bomber attack had 
ever before been attempted, they searched for land-based 
launch points, deciding that the only launch points within range 
of Japan were Midway, the western-most point in the Hawaiian 
Island chain, and Kiska and Attu, the western-most points in the 

                                                  
40 James R. Holmes, “Why Didn’t Japan Finish the Job?” The Diplomat, October 
23, 2011 (online). See also, John Stephan, Hawaii Under the Rising Sun 
(Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1984). 
41 Wasp and Hornet were sunk in September and October 1942. 
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Aleutian Island chain. Hirohito decided to seize them and secure 
his perimeter.42 

Hirohito had reached this mistaken conclusion at just the 
moment that Hitler was urging that he extend his Indian Ocean 
force further westward to interdict the U.S. Persian Gulf supply 
line to the Soviet Union.43 In what was yet another crucial 
mistake, Hirohito refused Hitler’s request, deciding instead on a 
plan to seize the two island launch points that threatened his 
perimeter, destroy America’s remaining carriers to boot and clear 
the way for action against Hawaii.44 This was Hirohito’s second 
strategic error, or perhaps blunder is a better term. Deployment 
of Japanese naval power to Madagascar would have had as 
powerful an impact on Soviet survival as a land attack in Siberia, 
but Hirohito was consumed by the need to seal his perimeter 
before talking any action against the Soviet Union. 

Well, we know the rest of the story. What was conceived 
as a trap for the American carriers turned into a trap for the 
Japanese carriers and a great naval victory for the United States. 
Yet, it was more than just a military victory. The Japanese defeat 
at Midway also destroyed Japan’s strategy of building a defense 
perimeter and then joining the war against the Soviet Union. 
Instead, Japan was forced into a prolonged, fatal engagement 
with the United States. The supreme irony was that instead of 
the Axis powers crushing the Soviet Union in a two front war, 
they themselves would suffer that same fate.  
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44 For an analysis, see Richard C. Thornton, “For Want of a Shoal: Yamamoto 
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