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The Clash of Imperiums: Japanese postcards, American dustjackets, ca.1930s-1960s 

Professor Peter O'Connor 
 
 
Slide #2 
In Britain, the evolution of the study of Japan’s image or the ‘idea’ of Japan has gone from the historian 
Richard Storry’s idea of a long development over historical periods to Frederick Schodt and Ian 
Littlewood’s sweeping but valid assertions that all images, whatever their typology, were and are 
thematic accumulations that all apply today.  
 Schodt and Littlewood’s approach has persisted and become generally accepted, and this is the 
approach that I shall follow here, although I prefer Richard Storry’s terminology: the Exotic, the Gallant 
Ally, the Menace, the Phoenix and the Busy Bee, but without his periodisation. 
 So, this talk follows a well-beaten path in examining the power of imagery at a time of impending 
and actual conflict. Obviously, one of my pioneering predecessors is John Dower, whose 1986 study, War 
without Mercy: Race and Power in the Pacific War launched a wave of similar studies and became a 
staple of university courses, and we are still feeling its effects. 
 Dower's great gift to generations of overworked historians has been to mine and draw upon and 
set a template for an examination of these scratches on our minds, in Harold Isaacs’ phrase: to mine and 
interpret the images from wartime propaganda, popular cartoons, posters, newspapers and magazines, 
and for our purposes, book dustjackets and postcards.  
 Dower used his images to make a compelling argument that American racism was one of the 
drivers of Japan’s very different treatment from the United States’ other enemy in World War Two, 
Germany. I’m using images from the same genre as Dower to examine their connotations and show how 
these images can absorb the intellectual mass of these connotations and become, in an important and 
even dangerous sense, forever topical.   
 I’m taking this approach because it works, although I’m not completely sure how it works, just as 
I’m not entirely sure it’s possible to follow the changing impact of even the few dozen dustjacket and 
postcard images I’m going to discuss here. Over time, the power of propaganda and other images in 
troubled times has oscillated between today’s farce and yesterday’s tragedy, but as troubled times seem 
to be returning, these Japan-related images seem to be changing course  closer, and seem now, from a 
Western perspective, to be shifting to China and Russia. Thus, these generalized images are still very 
much part of the discussion from modern East Asia to modern Northeast Asia. Their extraordinary 
durability only adds to the mystery of the image approach: its typology is emotive and indeterminate and 
hard to establish, but everybody knows these images when they see them, and they won’t go away.  
 
#3 
Most discussions of the image of Japan, mine included, begin with the primary image of “Exotic Japan” – 
basically geisha, sakura – cherry blossoms – and sumo, (or shogun, or Bushido). On the screen, this first 
world war tinted postcard of a geisha promotes Exotic Japan. This isn’t a martial image. It’s soft, not 
controversial.  
 With the Anglo-Japanese Alliance of 1902, the Exotic feminine image evolved into that of a stern 
but petite and elegant creature in a kimono, proclaiming the strategic benefits of a suicidal military – as 
had been demonstrated by the victory at Tsushima, where layers of attacking Japanese soldiers had with 
their bodies insulated succeeding waves of men from the deadly effect of electrified fencing.  
 Thus, the Exotic evolves, taking on a new association, with hints of the next level of imagery, the 
Menace. 
 
#4 
So, these images are flexible. They are not set in stone. The best arguments of Frederick Schodt and Ian  
Littlewood, maintain that all images are accumulations of associative memory, carrying connotations that 
apply to all time. But the heavy contextualizations built into these two British and American cartoons 
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provide topical sharp commentary on two specific crises, the Tientsin or Tianjin crisis of 1938, and the 
Chinese export crisis of 1964.  
 By putting the two images alongside one another, we see how the brutal Japanese sailor of 
Tientsin becomes the petite parasol-bearing creature of the early 1960s, and the innocent Chinese 
damsel in distress of Tientsin morphs into the nasty harassing cabbie of 1964, an Olympic year, the year 
Japan came out of the shadows.  
 
#5 
Let’s go back to this postcard of a Yokohama geisha, found with the papers of Harry Farrant, a medical 
orderly who served with the British Expeditionary Forces in the First World War.  
 In his note on the reverse, Harry engages directly with and even adjusts the exotic, feminine 
image on the front of the postcard. But this is unusual. Most of the senders of the Japanese postcards 
you’ll see in this talk either send no message or write a message that is oblivious to the message of the 
image borne by the postcard, or so anodyne or unconsidered that it could be on any postcard – for 
example, writing “Wish you were here” on a postcard bearing an image of a military cemetery. In any 
historical research using postcards, the sender’s written message should be part of the account where 
possible as it’s obviously part of showing the reception of that image.  
 I don’t have access to the sender’s messages for any of the other postcards I’m showing in this 
talk. I can guess that if I had access to the messages, the writer probably shows little awareness of the 
significance of the image the sender was broadcasting by mailing the postcard, but without examining 
the messages, I can’t be sure.  
 Yes, the sender bought the postcard, but unless I see their written messages I can’t say with any 
confidence if they bought into the visual message – I can only make assumptions.  
 
 
#6 
For an indication of the emotive power and interest of Japanese Menace images and texts in the late 
1930s, take a look at Amleto Vespa’s sensational confessional, “Secret agent of Japan”, first published in 
1938, which after it came out with Gollancz in Britain, was a bestseller in Italy, Romania, Germany and 
China – with a barely recognizable Hollywood film in 1942.  
 After Japan’s wars with China in 1895 and Russia in 1904-5, and as the only non-Western 
colonizer of Asia in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, ‘brave little Japan’ greatly exercised 
the imagination of reading public in the West.  
 As Amleto Vespa put it in 1938, ‘British Tories helped create this myth of a heroic Japan; and 
behind the myth has matured a monster Frankenstein that threatens those who helped to create it’ 
(Vespa 1938: 284). Vespa wrote as a paid-up Italian Fascist, but so strong was anti-Japanese sentiment in 
Britain in the late 1930s that Vespa’s publisher was Victor Gollancz’s Left Book Club. In twenty years, 
Japan went from a Tory favourite to a bipartisan demon, a thrilling international Menace. Meanwhile, the 
appeal the Japan story held for the global imagination encouraged Japan’s leaders and official storytellers 
both to challenge and to borrow the handiest tools and terms of the European imperial master narrative. 
 
#7 
We need to pause here for some real-time background on the metabolism of Japan’s international image 
in the period under review. 
 In the late 30s, Amleto Vespa was right on the money about the development of Japan as a 
bipartisan demon, but how did Japan get there?  
 In 1910-1916, as part of a global campaign, the uber-Tory Lord Northcliffe’s London Times had 
bigged-up Britain’s ally since 1902 as “the Britain of Asia”. Barely a word on the annexation of Korea, the 
quid pro quo for Japan taking on Russia in 1904-5. These supplements were vehemently pro-Japanese, 
uncritically supportive of the official narrative that they became part of it. 
 



Transcript (to be used in conjunction with video: https://bkas.org/2023/uncategorized/bkas-4-peter-
oconnor/ 
 
© Peter O'Connor 
Not for Citation 

 
#8 
What Vespa doesn’t discuss in his pungent note about British Tories, is that in 1922, one of the most 
influential Tories ever, Alfred Harmsworth, Lord Northcliffe allied with concerned US statesmen to 
promote the abrogation of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, in the process doing their level best to bring 
Japan down from the high perch Northcliffe himself had encouraged Japan to occupy six years earlier.  
 In the wake of the Washington Conference ending the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, Northcliffe 
unleashed his last and most vicious press campaign, telling the world to “Watch Japan!” in newspapers 
he owned throughout the British world. From “The Britain of Asia”, Japan became “the Germany of Asia”. 
(It is worth remembering that within a month of this campaign, Northcliffe became convinced the 
Germans were poisoning his ice cream). 
 
#9 
Between the turn of the century and the outbreak of the Pacific War, pro-Japanese writers ceded 
authority and credibility to far more critical books by writers and journalists based in Asia. On this chart, 
Amleto Vespa, top right, published at the height of Western readerships’ panic and fear regarding 
Japanese intentions in China and in the European colonies of Southeast Asia. These fears moved anti-
Japanese writings up the bestseller lists, pushing pro-Japanese writings and the Japanese image 
downwards. 
 
#10 
An important watershed in the development of the Japanese image came in February 1933, when 
Matsuoka Yosuke, Japan’s chief delegate, lead Japan’s walkout from the League of Nations in Geneva.  
 With the significant exception of the Axis nations, the council of the League didn’t accept Japan’s 
master narrative of national victimhood in China. The League accepted the Lytton Report naming 
Japan as the aggressor in China. Since Japan had so consistently named China as the aggressor in the 
undeclared war Japan had been fighting there since 1931, the League’s decision was a direct and 
unacceptable challenge to Japan’s national integrity. From now on, in retreat from internationalism, 
Japan would increasingly perceive, install and broadcast images for domestic, not for international 
consumption and, in wartime, for the edification of its growing population of subject peoples in East and 
Southeast Asia - with occasional, largely unsuccessful efforts to correct misunderstandings… 
 
#11 
In the summer of 1937, the polite fiction of a border between propaganda and advertising became even 
less sustainable as Japan launched its second war on Shanghai, with fulsome apologies but with scant 
explanation or justification. 
 
#12 
That September in 1937, Japanese fighter planes visited terrible destruction on the Shanghai Central 
Station. The aftermath was recorded for press and cinema  newsreels by HS “Newsreel” Wong,  (Wang 

Haisheng 王海升) sending film footage to Hearst’s Metrotone News, and still photographs for syndication 

through Hearst’s International News Service to hundreds of US newspapers. These still photographs of 
“Bloody Saturday” are estimated to have been seen by 138 million Americans when Henry Luce’s Life 
magazine ran them in October 1937. The footage and the still prepared the reading world for an 
unparalleled deluge of imagery as Europe and the United States denounced Japan’s claims to the title of 
the Just War. Naturally, the Japan Times hastened to explain the “Shanghai Baby”, but no one was 
listening. All was fair in love and war. 
 
#13 
Meanwhile, in the run-up to war, a series of appeals to a sense line of national inadequacy illustrated the 
impatience of the armed service with a series of what they see as national humiliations in sport - 
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#14 
…diplomatic weakness and potentially unpreparedness for what was in the air and at sea 
 
#15 
…and of Japan as an innocent abroad, too trusting, too compliant, and being robbed in daylight. The 
implication was of “No more Mr. Nice Guy”. 
 
#16 
The feeling was mutual. American commentators saw even less reason to trust the smiling, unctuous, 
hissing Japanese. There was nothing to like or trust in Japanese politeness and apologies. 
 
#17 
When war broke out, Western commentators saw Japan making outrageous advances on all fronts: 
spheres of influence, civilized standards of behaviour, and, worst of all, martial accomplishments. 
 
#18 
Japan was only too conscious of the magnitude of its military achievements and made the very most of 
its two stunning victories over the American and British empires in Singapore and Manila. Japanese news 
teams worked behind the front lines, recording Western surrenders in all their ignominious detail: the 
surrenders of General Wainright in the Philippines and General Percival in Singapore.  
 
#19 
Menace imagery morphed into accusations of barefaced deceit, sexualized as “Rapist Diplomacy”, and 
outright racism.  
 
#20 
By the middle of the war, each side was only talking to its own people. Both sides told themselves they 
were fighting not only a just war, but a holy war, attitudes that could only survive in reinforced bubbles. 
 
#21 
The Japanese saw themselves and told their audiences in what they now referred to as “mainland” Japan, 
and in China and Southeast Asia, that they had a mission too free all of Asia from the yoke of imperialism, 
for the sake of a unity and shared prosperity guided by big brother Japan. In 1943, victory was certain, 
but, just in case, it would help if people gave some banzais and prayed for it. 
 
#22 
Writers increasingly projected themselves into the story, images piled onto images. 
 
#23 
Written commentary on the extraordinary series of victories won by Japan wavered between outrage 
and grudging admissions that the plucky Japanese were better soldiers than had been allowed. Japanese 
artists had known this all along. 
 
#24 
When war was over, with the American Shogun ruling Japan, the victors just wanted to have fun, 
unzipped and unbuttoned. And when they weren’t having fun, they got to judge the losers and to shape 
the retrospective narrative of the failed aggressors in Pax Americana. 
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#25 
When it came to enjoying the fruits of victory, the occupiers seem ambivalent: they weren’t sure whether 
they were running the show or being given the runaround by Japan. After a wonderful send-off, these 
were impressions to take home and broadcast and to consider at their leisure. Nearly eighty-five years 
later the jury is still out. 
 
#26 
Which takes us back to John Dower, who found and used the cartoon on the right by the wartime artist 
Etsuro to illustrate War without Mercy, in a different spirit from Dower’s earlier compatriots in the 
censorship division of SCAP, who allowed publication during the early Occupation years precisely because 
it so graphically underlined the abject defeat of their enemy. And when they weren’t having fun, the 
victors got to choose the images of the losers and to shape the retrospective narrative of desperately 
unsuccessful aggression in Pax Americana. For the Occupiers had won the image rights, not only first dibs 
on the narrative of who won but also on why they won and what held them up, not only who lost but 
why they lost. 
 
#27 
Geisha made in China. These images exist in all time, bred in banality just as much as in significance, in 
farce as much as in tragedy.  
 
#28 
As I said at earlier, I took Schodt and Littlewood’s thematic, timeless approach not because I fully 
understand it but because it works. Over time, the power of these images comes and goes, changing 
direction and morphing away from their original associations in crises, theme restaurants and slasher 
videos.  
 
#29 
These generalized images are very much part of the discussion on modern East Asia. Their durability only 
adds to the mystery of the image approach: its typology is emotive and indeterminate, but everybody 
knows these images when they see them, and they don’t go away, so we should look out for them and 
try to understand what they tell us. Because if we look hard enough, and wait long enough, we’ll see that 
these are found snapshots for eternity, scraped off the floor of history.  
 For in the end, the meaning of an image cannot be set in stone. Whatever the intentions of 
editors and journalists, artists and photographers, politicians and entrepreneurs, once an image is 
published it has a life of its own, escaping the surly bonds of topical intention and current meaning with a 
skip and a jump. The more newsworthy an image is, the more it escapes from the news, because it will be 
subjected to such an endless process of created and manipulated and freely associated meanings. No 
understanding of the life of the images in this brief and hurried survey can be realised without taking into 
account the way the migration of meaning built into every image. The construction of meaning is an 
indefatigable process that seems to take place as images are transferred across different geographies and 
historical contexts – for example, in the present transfer of imagery and meaning from 1940s Japan to 
current China and Russia. This migration occurs with propaganda images carried in news media because 
media constructions do not reproduce facts but only represent facts, they do not reproduce them. In this 
sense, media and propaganda images show a version of reality, freeing the image to attach itself or be 
attached to other versions of reality, at other times and in other places. This is the infinite malleability of 
imagery, driven not by scheming propagandists but by time and space. 
 
 
 
 
 


