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VEBLEN ON JAPAN

SINCE the attack on Pearl H arbor the American public has become in
creasingly aware of the 'nature of the Japanese ruling cliques, which
Veblen in 1917, on the occasion of Japan's entry into that war against
Germany, characterized as the "shrewdest, most callous, and most watch
ful of all adepts in unashamed statecraft." And in other respects as
well, one is impressed today, in reading Veblen's comments on Japan, by
the keenness of his insights and the accuracy of his prophecies.

Veblen wrote two short essays on Japan: "The Opportunity of Japan"
(1915), and "The Japanese Lose Hope for Germany" (1917)' Both
are published in Essays in Our Changing Order} and it is to that book
that the subsequent page citations will refer. A more detailed analysis
of the ideas in the first essay, which is the more important of the two, is
contained, however, in Imperial Germany and the Industrial R evolu
tion (1915)' and also in some of the other books, especially The Theory
of Business Enterprise (1904)'

"What is here intended by 'opportunity of Japan: " wrote Veblen at
the beginning of that essay, "is not so much an outlook of prospective
gain for the Japanese people as of aggrandisement for the Japanese
State. It will hold true in this instance as in so many others that the ad
vantage of the country's population does not in any sensible degree
coincide with that of its directorate, except it be in point of sentiment."

. And "the cost of such dynastic aggrandisement falls , of course, on the
people at large" (p. ,248).

He proceeded then to analyze the Japanese government, whose par
liament he always referred to within quotation marks: "Power vests
in a self-appointed, self-authenticating aristocratic cabinet-under the
mask of a piously nourished monarchical fiction-with the advice, but
without the consent of a 'parliament' endowed with advisory powers."
"The emperor is now paraded instead of being retired behind the
screen, and there is much ceremonial dust thrown up about his ostensi
ble share in the measures taken by the bureaucratic directorate, all of
which is, doubtless, good management" (pp. 250-51). Most of the
present-day books on Japan agree substantially with that analysis.'

Veblen saw Japan as a nation whose productive technology is modern

'Essays in Our Chan ging Order (New York 1934) p . 246.

1 Veblen was one of the earliest writers to see the close affinit y of German and Japa
nese societies, and to forecast a like fu ture for them. The fact that these societies served
as ~ivid illustrations of his fundamental ideas accounts for his profound interest.

3 See, for example, L. Zugsmith, The Setting Sun of Japan (New York 1942).



SOCIAL RESEARCH

but whose institutions of social control are feudalistic. So far, he said,
it is "only in respect of its material ways and means, its technological
equipment and information, that the 'New Japan' differs from the old"
(p. 251). The strength of Japanese imperialism lies in this combination
of the spirit of Old Japan and the technology of New Japan. Today,
translated on the battlefields of the Far East, it means the fanaticism of
the Japanese soldier in whose hands are most efficient implements of war.

But why did the Japan of 1915 retain so much of the feudalistic spirit
belonging to a "past predatory era"? Veblen brushed aside the explana
tion that this was due to "native endowments peculiar to the race.'" He
found the answer in the fact that the Japanese have been subjected to
the institutional effects of the machine for only a relatively brief period
of time. Contrasting England with Japan, he declared: " ... like the
Japanese, the English have been a nation of borrowers, particularly
borrowers of technological elements. But their borrowings have been

.extended over an incomparably longer interval of history and have in
no case involved so abrupt a break with the ... cultural past" (p. 253).

Veblen believed that there are two factors, or "prime movers," that
may dissipate the feudalistic qualities of Old Nippon: the rise of indus
trial materialism; and competitive business enterprise. Thus "A compe
tent system of communication, internal and external, is of the essence
of the case ... from which it follows that the isolation, parcelment, and
consequent home-bred animus of the people is already beginning to
disappear, and the corresponding clannishness and adhesive loyalty to
their hereditary local masters is also in process of decay" (pp. 260-61).

In regard to the influence of industrialism, Veblen prophesied that
in time "the joy of living in obscure privation and contumely for the
sake of the Emperor's politics and posthumous fame will be lost to the
common man," and that the latter will acquire "materialistic, commer
cial, and spendthrift conceptions of right and honest living" (p. 255) .
In other words, the population of Japan may be expected, "presently
and expeditiously, to fall in with the peculiar habits of thought that
make the faults and qualities of the western culture-the spiritual out
look and the principles of conduct and ethical values that have been
induced by the exacting discipline of this same state of the industrial
arts among the technologically more advanced and mature of the west-

• The Americanization of the Japanese in Hawaii shows the validity of Veblen's
stand here. For example, there were instances in 1937 of stevedore unions, led by
Japanese, refusing to load scrap iron on ships headed for Japan; and during the
Pearl Harbor attack there were no cases of sabotage committed by second generation
Japanese. Such examples are borne out by statements of Hull, Knox and Stimson.
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ern peoples" (p . 254). The in dustri al system necessitates also a high
degree of literacy, and this, by diffusi ng factual information, "compor ts
ill with those elusive putative verities of occult pe rsonal excelle nce in
which the 'Sp ir it of Old J apan' is grounde d."

In the chapter on "Civil izat ion and the Mach ine Process," in The
Theory of B usiness Enterprise, Veblen analyzed in detail the signifi
cance of this breakdown of feu dalisti c values th ro ugh th e di scipline of
machine industry. Bri efly, hi s conten tion is th at the growth of machine
culture en ta ils th e emergence of labor unions and radicalism, especially
socialism and anarchism-which Veblen considered essentia lly "matt er
of-fact , mater ialistic, unmoral, unpatr iotic , undevout."

Was Veblen right in his analysis? Cer ta inly the 1920'Sand early 1930'S
saw a rapid growth of trade unionism in J ap an; despite strong govern
ment opposition, labor union membership increased by 155 percent be
tween 1922 and 1930" This was the period when M arx, Lenin, the
Soviet Union, Bakunin, birth con trol id eas, universal suffrage and other
western heresies becam e ex tremely popular among th e university pro
fessors and students.' Vebl en 's T heory of th e L eisure Class itself was
translated into J apanese. There is no do ub t th at there was an upsurge
of radicalism, as Veblen foresaw in 1915.

Though most of th e participants in the movement toward "material
istic iconoclasm" were th ose who were subjected to th e di scipline of
th e mach ine and who dealt with "matter-of-fact" material, there were
also others, like th e tenant farmers, who playe d significant ro les in the
movement through their " legal relation to the accumula ted goo ds." T

The ten ant farmers took th e initia tive in the formatio n of the left-wing
Farmer-Lab or party in 1925. Engineers, on th e ot her hand, were con
sp icuously absent in th e movemen t.

As for th e infl uen ce of competitive pecu n iary enterprise in transform
ing th e "opera bouffe mytho logy" and other feudalist ic values of J apan,
Veblen descri bed two developmen ts which he beli eved would occur in
J apanese socie ty. These are " the control of indus tr ial processes by con
sideration of net ga in to th e managers rather th an materia l serv iceabil
ity," with th e result th at equ ipmen t is "rare ly, if ever, work ed to its
capacity" ; and a system of "conspicuous was te."

•J. E. Orchard, Japan's Econom ic Positi on (New York 1930) p . 398.

• See, for exam ple . Baroness S. Ishimoto, Facing T wo W ays (New York 1937) ; H am
Mat sui , R estless Wave: An A uto biography (New York 1940); Hugh Bort on , Japan
Since I 9P , It s Political and Social Developments (New York 1940) p. 27.

T See , for exa mple, Emil Lederer and Emy Lederer -Seidler . Japan in T ransition
(New Haven 1938) p . .233.
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Cartels existed in Japan before the 1920'S,but it was not until after the
First World War that the cartelization of Japanese industry began to
assume serious proportions. By the 30's cartels were found in the woolen,
copper, coal mining, chemical fertilizer, linen yarn, acid, pulp, cement,
pig iron, paper, silk, spinning, oil and sugar industries.· The state en
acted several laws to foster the formation of cartels and to compel the
obedience of non-members to the cartel agreements.·

Western social customs and conventions flooded into the cities in the
20'S and early 30'S, and a great proportion of these importations would
qualify under Veblen's "conspicuous waste." Western food, clothes,
amusements, buildings (Tudor villas) and manners became popular,"
Most conspicuously, the Japanese took to western sports. Businessmen
increasingly began to spend their afternoons on golf courses; Japan en
tered the Davis Cup Tournament in tennis; she began to bring forth
world champions in swimming; collegiate baseball assumed an impor
tance equal to that of football in the United States; and the crowning
achievement was the selection of Japan as the site for the 1940 Olympic
Games. Meanwhile "conspicuous waste" of the indigenous sort, such as
the tea ceremony, gardening, shrine and temple building, was increas-

. ingly cultivated.
Since the Japanese dynastic state took an extremely high proportion

of the national income for its own expenditures (about 14 to 16 percent
during the early 30'S, a relatively peaceful period") , Veblen did not ex
pect the increase of wasteful expenditure, "euphemistically spoken of as
a rising standard of living," to be so great in Japan as in Britain or the
United States. But these phases of civilization which Veblen in 1915 be
lieved would "come to the Japanese in due course of maturity" appeared
in the 20'S and early 30'S.

The "chief assets of the State as a warlike power" are the spirit of Old
Nippon and the relative efficiency of the industrial system. But when

• See E. B. Schumpeter, ed. , The Industrialization of Japan and Manchukuo, I930-
I940 (New York 1940) pp. 680-718, 751-67.
• Exporters' Association Law, 1925; Major Industries Control Law , 1931; Small Indus

tries Association Law, 1931; Commercial Association Law , 1932. See R. A. Brady.
Business as a System of Power (New York 1943) chapter on Japan.

'" See, for example, G. C. Allen, Japan, The Hungry Guest (New York 1938) pp 39-54.
Also, S. Araki, "Problems Facing Japan in the Era of Showa," in 0 ; Tanin and E.
Yohan, Militarism and Fascism in Japan (New York 1934) pp. 297-309: "Lately,
however, part of the people of Japan have forgotten the essentials of their national
spirit. . . . They are easily penetrated by a frivolous foreign ideology and a tendency
towards a transient merriment becomes more and more noticeable amongst them,"

11 Lederer and Lederer-Seidler, op. cit ., p. 229.
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these are replaced by materialistic iconoclasm and the other "unin
tended consequences" of th e machine process, and by "capitalistic sabo
tage," conspicuous waste and the other consequences of pecuniary en
terprise, then "the opportunity of imperial Japan as a fearsome power
in the world's concert of dynamic politics" will be gone. These conse
quences of machine technology and pecuniary enterprise will "cut into
the disposable margin of production above cost, that might otherwise
be drawn to the service of imperi al politics." Thus the "climax of the
nation's net efficiency as a political or warlike force" is the point at
which industrial efficiency is the greatest with a minimum of spiritual
disintegration.

When did Veblen believe that Japan would reach this optimum
point? His answer was "in th e calculable future"-by which he meant
that "Japan must strike, if at all, within the effective lifetime of the
generation that is now coming to maturity" (p. 266) . He ended his
essay by saying: "It is, th erefore, also contained.in the premises that
... the imperial government must throw all its available force, without
reservation, into 'one headlong rush; since in the nature of the case no
second opportunity of th e kind is to be looked for." Thus Japan struck
in Manchuria in 1931 and in North China in 1937, and threw "all its
available force, without reservat ion, into one headlong rush" against
the United States in 1941-all within the "lifetime of the generation
coming to maturity" in 1915.

Though Veblen believed that in the long run the institutional effects
of the machine process ar e unavoidable, he saw that efforts would be
made to retard or stop these consequences . As he said in 1915, in regard
to the Germans (Imperial Germ any) p. 236), such results are "unavoid
able except by a precipitate retreat into the more archaic phase of west
ern civilization out of which they hive latterly been escaping.... Such
a retreat will offset, presently neutralize, and eventually dispel the ef
fects wrought by habituation to the ways and means of modern industry
and exact science."

The history of Japan from the middle 30'S is a history of this "retreat"
into a more archaic form of civilization. The Japanese "adepts in una
shamed statecraft," shrewd and watchful, perceived "what their own
experience has not taught them, that the industrial era carries the fruits
of its own qualities" (p. 266) .12 Also, and more important, as though

" Japanese ruling cliques study th oroughly the experience of other countries. Thus,
as one instance out of many, Seihin Ikeda, former managing director of the huge
Mitsui interests and now a personal ad viser to the Emperor, went to Italy in the 20'S

to study fascism and its effects upon private fortunes.
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they had read Veblen they began to "turn the clock back," and to drive
out the "unintended consequences" of mechanization and competitive
business enterprise.

Volumes of quotations from the leaders of present-day Japan could be
offered to illustrate this retreat, but the following statement by Toshio
Shiratori, brilliant adviser to the Foreign Office and ex-Ambassador to
Rome, is typical: "Simultaneously with the appearance of such a move
ment [fascism] in Germany and Italy, there also arose in Japan a simi
lar movement for going back to the intrinsically Japanese way of ancient
days .... Indeed, the accumulation of [the harmful influences of liberal
istic civilization] had become so intolerably large in both internal and
foreign affairs that at last the nation revolted and its dissatisfaction
found expression in the form of the Manchurian Incident of 1931. ...
It called for a re-examination and a return to what is really Japanese in
politics, economics and indeed all activities of the people:'" Konoye,
Tojo, Matsuoka and the others have all expressed such ideas.

In Business Enterprise (pp. 393-99) Veblen asserted: "If national
(that is to say dynastic) ambitions and warlike aims, achievements,

spectacles, and discipline be given a large place in the community's life,
together with the concomitant coercive police surveillance, then there
is a fair hope that the disintegrating trend of the machine discipline
may be corrected. The regime of status, fealty, prerogative, and arbi
trary command would guide the institutional growth back into archaic
conventional ways:'

The efforts toward a "New Cultural Structure" are just such an at
tempt to eradicate "materialistic iconoclasm" and to "reinstate the
spiritual furniture of the ancient regime:' In religion Shinto is fostered,
with Shinto shrines required in all homes, and Christianity is "re
formed" to make room for the Emperor on top. The educational reform
put into operation in April 1941 declares that "Training in Kodo
[principles of benevolent imperial rule] shall dominate all educational
activities by fostering the national spirit and strengthening faith in the
national polity:'" japan's single party has drawn up an East Asia cultural
plan which is probably now in operation in the conquered areas. Among
other things it proposes "to compile and translate into various East
Asiatic languages a book on anti-communism for the purpose of devel
oping a common drive against communism, to hold a Greater East Asia
" "The Three Power Pact and Tomorrow," in Contemporary Japan (December

1940) P: 1518•
"Tokuji Yamashita, "Educational Reform in Japan," in Contemporary Japan (May

1940) PP· 609-14·
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Religious Congress, to hold an East Asia religious festival twice a year:'"

In the political sphere the single party-called Taisei Yokusan Kai,
officially translated as Association for Assisting Imperial Rule-has
taken over the neighborhood associations, an institutional carryover
from Tokugawa days, as its basis in the masses. Membership in these
associations has been made compulsory for everyone. One of their im
portant functions is to "renovate modes of living," "eradicate material
istic desires" and "mold the moral life of the people in accordance with
national policy." The role of the police as detectors of "dangerous
thoughts" (they are given night classes in the evils of Marxism), as
strikebreakers and teachers of morality, in general, as depositories of the
spirit of Old Nippon, is well known.

As for the legal system, Miyake, a former vice-minister of justice, has
declared: "Occidental jurisprudence, which has modern industrialism
for its background, has tended to destroy mercilessly the social, moral
and religious heritage of centuries, and to inject into the nation a spirit
of egoism, self-assertion and contention. The government has found it
necessary to modify the laws to offset these unfortunate tendencies."1.

In the economic sphere labor has been given the "New Labor Struc
ture." Bona fide unions have been dissolved, for it is said that unions,
with their ideology of class struggle and strikes, have no place in a
country like Japan, with a divine Emperor. In their stead the Sangyo
Hokoku Kai, officially translated as Service-to-the-Nation-through-In
dustry Associations, have been organized, with employers serving as
leaders. The object of the associations is to cultivate "an orderly spirit,
obedience to superiors, and cooperation among the working staff.""
The right to quit a job and work elsewhere was taken away from the
workers with the passage of the "Work-Book Registration" law (Techyo
Seido) .

But when the leaders of Japan talk so glowingly about the return to
the old ways of Nippon, they do not, of course, mean the adoption of
handicraft production. For it is only machine technology, as Veblen
pointed out, which makes possible the "brute material force that gives

15 Osaka Mainichi and Nichi Nichi (in English) , September 21, 1941.

re M. Miyake, in his book, "An outline of Japanese judiciary" (Tokyo 1941).
11 Mitsubishi Economic Research Bureau, Monthly Circular, December 1940, pp.

14-15. See also H. T. Oshima, "japan's New Economic Structure," in Pacific Affairs,
vol. 15 (September 1942) . For a more detailed description of japan's war organiza
tion see G. A. Steiner and Associates, Economic Problems of War (New York 1942)
Chapter 5.
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[the nation] strength against its rivals." Thus the educational reform '
laws, though th ey stress the importance of teaching Kodo, are equally
emphatic as regards science: "Pupils must be made to understand that
scientific progress offers a substantial contribution to the development '
of the State... . The pupils must be trained to study mathematics and
laws of nature. A faculty for analytical and logical observation must be
fostered with emphasis on a comprehensive intuitive grasp of the sub
ject under observation. Efforts must be made for scientific training of
the pupils by having them undertake accurate, thorough experiments,
tests, surveys, drawings and building and other work,"18

In short, through the "N ew Order" the ruling cliques are trying to
construct a society which can have, in Veblen's words, " the usufruct of the
modern state of science and the industrial arts, without the faults of its
qualities" (p. 250). They are attempting what Veblen considered to be, in
the long run, impossible. "T he Imperial State ... may be said to be un
able to get along without the machine industry, and also, in the long run,
unable to get along with it; since this industrial system in the long run
undermines the foundations of the State," We may yet see how the
Japanese imperial state confronts this dilemma.

H. T. OSHIMA

18 Yamashita, op. cit.

New York City
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