
Pacific Affairs: Volume 90, No. 4 – December 2017

820

overcome the consequences of the wars from 1894 to 1945. This is certainly 
true and we will likely live with the challenge for decades more. The more 
interesting contemporary application of Paine’s history is to the emerging 
maritime grand strategies of Shinzo Abe and Xi Jinping. Abe is evoking a 
strategy in which Japan defends its maritime approaches while upholding a 
maritime-based neoliberal order, which Paine rightly notes has always been 
“positive-sum,” and which, for all its many flaws, “is the only world order 
that benefits all who join because its laws and institutions are designed to 
promote economic growth in order to create wealth” (178).

The maritime strategy relies on alliances, and the core of Japan’s modern 
approach is to deepen the alliance with the United States and like-minded 
maritime powers rather than break away in search of autarky again. It is this 
aspect of Japan’s emerging grand strategy that many of Abe’s critics have 
missed as they focus on the seeming links to Japan’s predatory prewar strategy. 
But, as Paine emphasizes, Japan’s prewar strategy was flawed precisely because 
it had shifted away from a maritime focus.

Meanwhile, Xi has articulated and programmed for a maritime strategy 
that looks in the South China Sea like it could be the antithesis of a positive-
sum and rules-based vision of a maritime order. But then, Chinese strategists 
could learn from this book as well. For if maritime powers risk destroying 
their domestic democracy and stability by engaging in protracted wars on 
the continent, continental powers have also created the conditions for their 
own demise when seeking to dominate at sea: think of Imperial Germany’s 
contest with Britain or the Soviet Union’s failed attempt to challenge the 
Pacific at the end of the Cold War.

These questions are well beyond the scope of The Japanese Empire, but 
are precisely the kind of strategic thinking this highly readable volume will 
prompt.
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When the Great Japanese Empire ceased to exist in August 1945, its borders—
stretching from New Guinea to Alaska—instantly shrank to the shores of 
the Japanese archipelago. The soldiers and civilians who had expanded 
and defended the empire, however, could hardly return home as swiftly as 
the imperial boundaries shifted. The majority of over six million Japanese 
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subjects repatriated in the months after the war’s end, but for thousands of 
others the way home was long. As the nation slowly picked itself up from the 
ravages of war, there remained hundreds of thousands of Japanese stranded 
in the snowy plains of Siberia, the caves of the Pacific Islands, and the jungles 
of Southeast Asia.

Yoshikuni Igarashi’s Homecomings is a poignant investigation of the 
delayed repatriations of these “lost soldiers” from various outposts of the 
erstwhile empire, and what they meant for post-World War II Japanese society. 
The book presents a patchwork of soldiers’ stories woven together by the 
thread of their struggles to reintegrate into postwar community. Igarashi 
organizes this rich material around the lives of five former servicemen who 
found themselves trapped in the past. Their peregrinations were unique, yet 
also revealing about the travails of many thousands of Japanese and other 
soldiers in the World War II. Igarashi’s analysis of the cultural milieu in which 
the straggling soldiers found themselves upon return to the “new Japan” is 
penetrating, and his accounts of these soldiers’ odysseys come alive in the 
diverse material he draws from. Homecomings will be an important addition to 
the recent wave of histories of imperial aftermath, the expanding literature 
documenting the “human flows” in the wake of the second global conflict 
in East Asia.

In seven core chapters, Homecomings follows the hardships endured 
by those Imperial Japanese Army (IJA) servicemen for whom the war did 
not end in August 1945, and the twisted paths along which they retraced 
their way back home. In chapter 1, Igarashi introduces the book’s analytical 
framework. He dissects seminal cinematic works that relate the repatriates’ 
struggles to reintegrate into postwar society, Kurosawa Akira’s Stray Dog and 
Gosho Heinosuke’s Yellow Crow. The remaining six chapters can then be split 
into two by an imaginary line on the empire’s map, dividing it into “north” 
and “south.” Thus chapters 2, 3, and 4 document the former imperial 
servicemen’s travails in and return from “the north”: the puppet kingdom of 
Manchukuo in northeastern China, and the cold brutal expanses of Soviet 
Siberia. Chapters 5, 6, and 7, in contrast, retell the stories of Yokoi Shōichi 
in Guam, Onoda Hiro’o in the Philippines, and Nakamura Teruo (a.k.a. 
Shiniyuwu/Li Guanghui) in Indonesia. All of these paths eventually come 
together in postwar Japan.

What warrants the inclusion of these seemingly opposite experiences 
in a single volume? What did the soldiers scattered across the face of the 
erstwhile empire have in common except the IJA uniforms they once wore 
(and continued to wear, as Onoda did)? It is true that before their return 
to postwar Japan, the soldiers’ experiences differed greatly. The captives 
in Siberian camps endured hardships in brutal conditions, breaking their 
backs at worksites with little equipment or nutrition, whereas the stragglers 
in the southern islands mainly lived as hermits, devising their own survival 
in isolation from the outside world.
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It is Igarashi’s analysis of the returnees’ post-repatriation lives, his 
examination of how domestic media and society represented them, and 
the repatriates’ own attempts to influence these representations that bind 
the book together. Homecomings maps the repatriates’ journeys in a postwar 
cultural landscape, laying bare the contrast between the sanitized domestic 
views of the war and the raw experiences of the stragglers. Looking into a 
range of multi-layered cultural products and employing symbols that reflect 
Japanese society’s complicated relationship with its past, Igarashi obviates 
the gulf between the home society that has “moved on,” and the “lost 
soldiers” who simply cannot leave the past behind. Most poignantly, the book 
demonstrates how the returning soldiers often became passive instruments 
in this process of sanitizing the past: “Being a repatriated soldier is no longer 
an incurable or hard-to-treat illness but a condition that one can conquer 
through willpower” (27).

There are bound to be challenges when a single volume addresses a 
history that spans so many years as well as miles. The “northern” chapters 
contain some facts that are difficult to verify. Chapter 3 puts the number 
of Japanese captives and casualties in the USSR at “between 700,000 and 
800,000 prisoners and more than 100,000 deaths” (81). The exact number 
of captives and deaths is notoriously difficult to pinpoint—even Soviet 
archival documents contradict each other—and often changes depending 
on how you count. Still, the consensus based on Soviet archives puts the 
number of prisoners between 594,000 and 640,000, and the deaths at around 
60,000. Besides numbers, there are other minor inaccuracies; thus on page 
55, Igarashi dates the Soviet-Japanese Joint Declaration at November 1954, 
whereas it was in fact signed on October 19 , 1956. And while it is very difficult 
to accurately summarize such a complex event as the Siberian Internment in 
a single chapter, Igarashi’s otherwise balanced representation tends at times 
to favour the traditionally emotional depictions of “Siberia” as nothing but 
a realm of extreme suffering. For example, Igarashi cites Shimizu Ikutarōs’s 
simplistic idea about fear as the root of Japanese compromise vis-à-vis the 
USSR (105). This rules out the possibility that many Japanese—Siberian 
captives or domestic leftists—might in fact have been attracted to the Soviet 
ideology and way of life. Dozens of applications for Soviet citizenship written 
by Siberian internees, now kept in the State Archive of the Russian Federation, 
testify that there were in fact those who viewed the Soviet Union not as hell 
on earth, but as a “workers’ paradise.”

These issues cannot overshadow the importance of the book and its 
contribution to the growing body of work on the transnational entanglements 
in the wake of Japan’s imperial collapse and its remaking as the United States’ 
most important ally in East Asia during the Cold War and beyond. This 
eloquent volume will no doubt become a work to which diverse audiences—
scholars, students, and general readers with an interest in the complex events 
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of the past—will turn repeatedly to draw lessons about modern Japan’s pained 
relationship with the vestiges of its failed empire.
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Laura Neitzel’s book The Life We Longed For is a model of concise, lucid, 
thoughtful scholarship equally suited for the graduate seminar table and the 
undergraduate classroom. Its focus is the rise of the danchi, or apartment 
complex, as a locus of social engineering, political attention, and cultural 
dreaming during the 1950s and 1960s. Neitzel’s book brings scholarly 
attention back to the middle class of Japan’s twentieth century, a significant 
area of inquiry increasingly marginalized by the field’s ongoing fascination 
with Japanese empire and transnational history. Neitzel explores the work 
of “journalists, architects, social scientists, novelists, and filmmakers” (89) 
as well as the state agency known as the Japan Housing Corporation (JHC) 
and analyzes their collective efforts to democratize home and family, to 
rationalize human living space via the latest technological gadgetry, and to 
grow a postwar middle class committed to serious consumption as much as 
to hard work.

Neitzel first chronicles how the JHC addressed the housing crisis of the 
1950s by developing suburban land into bedroom towns and by promoting 
the suburban apartment complex as a place to lead a “prototype of middle-
class life” (25). She next examines the public discourse on the people who 
moved into these new “concrete islands of urbanity” (45). Known as the 
danchizoku, or the social vanguard of the apartment complex, they grabbed 
public attention as the beneficiaries of everything that was newly desirable 
in a nation moving beyond the demands and deprivations of war: liberation 
from hierarchical social relations, the introduction of material plenty within 
daily life, and membership in the showcase social group known as the middle 
class. Yet the arrival of prosperity also brought tension and anxiety. The 
privacy of danchi life led to isolation, the democratization of luxury yielded 
sameness and standardization, and technological efficiency produced 
boredom. Aspiration gave birth to anomie, as documented in the films of 
Hani Susumu and the literature of the alienated father/salaryman and the 
sexually promiscuous housewife. Neitzel concludes by analyzing the decline 
of the danchi as an emblem of postwar affluence and the curious rise of the 




