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Japan’s Turbulent Period: The 1920s and 1930s

— A Historical Review—

Shoichi SUITA

During Japan’s modern age, the 1920s and 1930s were a most in-
teresting and important period. This period showed the various
contradictions that originated in the Meiji era (1868-1912) and
indicated various new trends that later appeared after the end of
World War II.

After the end of the Russo-Japanese War, within Japan there
were three basic political and social movements: (1) a group
pursuing moderate reform, (2) a group representing the demo-
cratic movement, and (3) military power wanting to expand J
apan’s control abroad.

In the 1920s the first and second groups succeeded in acquiring
political power. This decade is therefore referred to as the age of
“party government” or “Taisho democracy.” But in the 1930s
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military power gained dominant control of the political world.
Why was “party government” able to continue for only a short
time before the outbreak of war?

Various international and domestic facters influenced the
change. Under the Meiji constitution, the parliament and cabi-
net were very weak, and nonelected groups nominated to sup-
port the emperor were often powerful. The military especially
exercised power and privilege.

Social changes were deep and complicated, and socioecnomic
policies were not well formulated. Agricultural reform in par-
ticular —relations between landowners and tenant farmers—
never saw the light of day.

Absorbed in political strife, political parties lost the confi-
dence of the people. The military forces were then able to grasp
state power.

In conclusion, during the 1920s and 1930s Japan was unable to
determine a unified national agenda and national opinion. Japan
was very successful when it had such a national agenda: In the
Meiji era it became a modern state, and after World War Il it
achieved economic reconstruction and growth. The 1920s and
1930s were a sort of chasm in the emergence of modern Japan.

This historical lesson is suggestive. Nowadays Japan is facing
low economic growth and is politically in confusion. But there
are many differences compared with prewar Japan. Japan no
longer confronts the difficulty of a poor domestic market or an
uncontrollable military. So the problem now is how to unite na-
tional opinion and reform the social system. To achieve this goal,
the most important point is to build political leadership.
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