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Abstract 

This thesis assesses the role of Henry Robinson Luce, founder and Editor-in-Chief 

of the Time, Inc. media empire, in convincing the American public to soften their 

perceptions towards Japan following the racial hatred propagated during World War 

Two. In doing so, it argues that Luce, in coordination with high level government 

officials and business leaders, made a concerted and successful effort through his most 

popular magazine, Life, to make Americans see Japan as an important ally in the fight 

against communist encroachment in the Far East during the Cold War, as well as a 

country opened to the spread of Christianity, and a viable and lucrative new market for 

American business interests.  

The research is based on a close study of Luce’s calculated use of advocacy, 

changes in language, repetition, calculated symbolism, and terminology throughout Life 

magazine from 1944 to 1950, combined with public opinion polls and conversations 

between Luce and elite Washington policy makers. It imputes significant influence on 

Luce in persuading Americans to embrace the Japanese due to the massive circulation of 

Time, Inc. publications and the wide-ranging demographics of Life’s readers in particular. 

By 1945 Time Inc. publications had a combined readership of thirty million Americans 

and Life was the most popular magazine in America, read by 13.5 million people – ten 

percent of the population. Life was Luce’s main conduit to the general population of the 

U.S. and readers abroad. Due to this wide reach, this thesis deduces significant influence 



 

from Luce and Time Inc. but also acknowledges it was part of a larger media ecosystem 

reporting on similar topics and themes at the time.   

This thesis concludes Luce used Life to publish editorials, articles from outside 

contributors, photojournalism, and curated letters to the editor to successfully persuade 

Americans to embrace the Japanese in a remarkably short period of time. Through these 

various aspects of Life, Luce seized on feelings of guilt and sympathy felt by Americans 

due to the destruction wrought by the use of atomic bombs, appealed to Americans’ 

inherent Christian values, and rehabilitated the image of Hirohito so he could be used as 

an American-approved puppet in the postwar occupation of Japan. Public polling 

conducted between 1945 and 1950 highlighted the positive change in attitudes amongst 

Americans towards the Japanese within only five years of being bitter enemies and 

confirms the success of Luce’s coordinated campaign of persuasion. 
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Chapter I. 

Introduction 

In the May 22, 1944 issue of Life, readers came across the Picture of the Week, a 

macabre image of a woman pondering a skull. It previously belonged to a Japanese 

soldier killed in action and was taken as a war trophy by the woman’s husband and sent 

home from the Pacific theater in World War Two as a gift.1 Life, one of the flagship 

publications of Henry Robinson Luce’s Time Inc. media empire, along with Time, 

Fortune, and the film series March of Time, had a combined readership of more than 

thirty million Americans at the conclusion of World War Two in 1945 and inundated its 

millions of readers with racist propaganda toward the Japanese typical of this scene 

during the war.2 As founder and Editor-in-Chief of Time, Inc., Luce was the final arbiter 

for what was printed in Time Inc.’s publications.  

Luce had superb sources in the top echelons of government and the business 

world and enjoyed access to classified information. Although maintaining his distance 

from the spotlight, through Time Inc. publications Luce “intended to make sure that 

politicians and the public thought the way Time told them to think.”3 Luce believed the 

mission of his publications was to mold the destiny of the United States within the world 

and used his Time, Inc. publications to conduct a coordinated propaganda campaign to 

 
1 Ralph Crane, “Picture of the Week,” Life, May 22, 1944, 34-35, 
https://books.google.com/books?id=bk8EAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false. 
2 Robert Edwin Herzstein, Henry R. Luce, Time, and the American Crusade in Asia (Cambridge University 
Press, 2005), 50. 
3 Henry R. Luce, 2. 
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shape and manipulate the American public’s cognitions toward Japan during and after 

World War Two.4  

Luce eagerly used his widely read publications as a vehicle to shape the 

perceptions of the American people and government once President Franklin Roosevelt 

finally declared war on Japan following their attack on Pearl Harbor. Throughout the war, 

Time, Inc. publications’ massive American audience, including civilians, government 

officials, and members of the military, were exposed to editorials, articles, 

advertisements, and photographic essays portraying the Japanese from anywhere along a 

scale ranging from inherently inferior and childlike to their portrayal as subhuman, or 

contradictorily, a superhuman menace. These concepts would lead the reader to conclude 

the Japanese were not worthy of mercy and deserved extermination.5  

Author and historian John W. Dower’s exhaustive study of the race hate 

perpetuated by the American press details the constant dehumanization of the Japanese 

for the American audience through the use of language, repetition, and images. Time 

evoked racist notions by referring to the Japanese using denigratory language like 

“yellow bastards.” The magazine published articles sensationalizing supposed Japanese 

atrocities while applauding instances of Americans massacring Japanese prisoners of war. 

Luce frequently published articles where the German enemies were referred to as Nazis, 

leaving space for “good Germans,” but referred to the Japanese as “the Jap” instead of 

“Japs,” a racist ploy denying the Japanese any semblance of individuality or 

 
4 Alan Brinkley, The Publisher: Henry Luce and His American Century (Alfred A. Knopf, 2010), 386. 
5 John W. Dower, War Without Mercy: Race and Power in the Pacific War (Pantheon Books, 1986), 9. 
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heterogeneity.6 Countless instances like these saturated Time, Inc.’s massive audience 

throughout the war. 

So effective was this war time propaganda that a Gallup Poll conducted in 1944, 

even before Hollywood director Frank Capra’s influential propaganda film Know Your 

Enemy: Japan was released and further influenced Americans, found that thirteen percent 

of the American public was for the outright extermination of all Japanese, and from 

Congress to President Roosevelt, remarks were made suggesting the use of eugenics and 

sterilization for the Japanese people.7 Four in five Americans felt the Japanese were more 

cruel than the Germans despite watching reels showing German extermination camps. 

The racist depictions of the Japanese Luce enthusiastically included in Time, Life, and 

Fortune were so effective in influencing Americans that it has been suggested by some 

scholars that the hate propaganda of Luce’s media empire was a significant influence in 

the justification for the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945.8  

Despite this frequent racist coverage, in 1945, Time, Inc. publications, in an 

unprecedented move, evolved their message and began to implore readers to consider the 

possibility that the Japanese could be friends and important allies in the fight against the 

spread of communism during the onset of the Cold War.9 Recent scholarship has shown 

the softening of American perceptions toward Japan immediately following the war 

through analyses of public opinion polls, print media, political cartoons, statements by 

officials and organizations, and letters written by Americans to government officials and 

 
6 War Without Mercy, 79. 
7 Michael Schaller, The American Occupation of Japan: The Origins of the Cold War in Asia (Oxford 
Press, 1985), 3. 
8 The Publisher, 316. 
9 “Bulwark in the Far East,” Life, August 28, 1950, 84, 
https://books.google.com/books?id=Dk4EAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false. 
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confirms that the American perceptions toward Japan swiftly changed from enemy to ally 

between 1945 and 1950.10 Luce’s publications were critical in changing American 

perceptions. 

This thesis shows how Luce, after years of inundating American readers with 

racist propaganda towards the Japanese in his Time Inc. publications, used his media 

empire in coordination with high level government and business officials and changed 

course in coverage towards Japan. Through the use of advocacy, changes in language, 

repetition, calculated symbolism, and terminology, Luce made an unprecedented, 

concerted, and successful effort to change American perceptions of Japan in order to 

embrace their recent enemy in a matter of only a few years. 

 
10 Hiromi Chiba, "From Enemy to Ally: American Public Opinion and Perceptions about Japan, 1945-
1950" (PhD diss., University of Hawaii, 1990), 491, 
https://scholarspace.manoa.hawaii.edu/items/e2464e27-29c7-4992-8663-6c77541ec6e8/full. 
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Chapter II. 

A Convergence of Cold Warriors, Christians, and Capitalists 

The son of a Protestant missionary who spent his early years in China before 

moving to the U.S., Henry Luce, through the creation in 1923 of Time Inc. grew his 

company into an American media empire by the start of World War Two and became one 

of the most wealthy and influential figures of his era. Luce’s immense influence in 

America through his Time Inc. media empire was enhanced by his access through 

personal and business relationships with high-level policymakers and government 

contacts.11 These acquaintances included lawyer and foreign policy expert John Foster 

Dulles, Secretary of the Navy and first Secretary of Defense James Forrestal, and 

Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers General Douglas MacArthur.  

Dulles and Forrestal’s archival records document the frequent correspondences 

Luce had with these influential men.12 When combined with their contributions published 

in Time, Inc., researchers are provided with poignant insights into the change of thinking 

and influence Luce and these men had towards international policy in addition to 

promoting Christianity and American business interests. It can also be seen how they 

came to an understanding that just as the Americans had been conditioned to hate the 

 
11 Henry R. Luce, 1. 
12 John Foster Dulles. Papers. Selected Correspondence, 1891-1960. Seeley G. Mudd Library, Princeton 
University. http://arks.princeton.edu/ark:/88435/br86b3576. James V. Forrestal. Papers. Series 1: 
Correspondence, 1917-1950. Seeley G. Mudd Library, Princeton University.  
https://findingaids.princeton.edu/catalog/MC051_c00001?onlineToggle=false. 
 

http://arks.princeton.edu/ark:/88435/br86b3576
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Japanese, Cold War realities would require Luce and these men to influence the 

American people into seeing Japan as a new friend and ally.  

Part I: 1944 to 1946 – From War to Postwar Realities  

Despite being one of the largest contributors to the anti-Japanese sentiment found 

amongst Americans, Luce came to understand the important new role Japan would play 

on the world stage. Luce felt that after Japan’s defeat, the U.S. would need the Japanese 

as a cooperating partner in rebuilding a vast defense perimeter against possible Soviet 

challenges to American supremacy in East Asia. After receiving a personal invitation in 

May 1945 from General MacArthur to visit the Pacific War theater, Luce and his 

assistant Raymond Buell sketched a foreign policy for postwar America known as the 

“Luce-Buell Scenario.” The Luce-Buell Scenario advocated for a permanent defense 

perimeter against communist expansion in the Pacific centered on Japan and stretching 

from Alaska to Okinawa. Luce also recommended guaranteeing Japanese access to South 

Asia markets. Japan, Luce envisioned, would be a client state of the U.S. joining the 

world of democracy and commercialism.13 With these ideas, Luce was formally bucking 

the pervasive hate towards the Japanese at the end of the war and the ideas contained 

within effectively became what America would adopt for its foreign policy from 1945-

1949. 

On Luce’s return to the U.S. several weeks later, he was immediately called to 

Washington and reported to Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal that victory for the 

U.S. was on the horizon. Forrestal sent Luce to the State Department, where he 

 
13 Henry R. Luce, 48. 
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speculated to Undersecretary Joseph Grew that the Japanese would surrender 

immediately, but only if they were allowed to maintain the status of the emperor, 

something Luce said he heard frequently during his trip.14 Grew, former Ambassador to 

Japan, was already aware that maintaining Emperor Hirohito as a pliable tool for the 

American led postwar was a notion worthy of consideration. It was propagated by 

educator and diplomat Edwin O. Reischauer in 1942, but with the backing of Luce, the 

idea could be sold on a large scale to the American public. The importance of 

maintaining the emperor is summed up directly by Reischauer’s memo of 1942: 

The possible role of the Japanese Emperor in the post-war rehabilitation of 
the Japanese mentality has definite bearing upon the present situation. To 
keep the Emperor available as a valuable ally or puppet in the post-war 
ideological battle we must keep him unsullied by the present war. In other 
words, we cannot allow him to be portrayed to the American people as the 
counterpart of Hitler and Mussolini in Asia or as the personification of the 
Japanese brand of totalitarianism.15 

Maintaining the emperor would require a readjustment of Hirohito’s image in the 

eyes of Americans. As will be shown, Time, Inc. would set about this sleight of hand 

influenced by Washington policy by attempting to endear Hirohito to the American 

public while pushing forth the notion that Japanese General Hideki Tojo was the real 

villain responsible for Japanese aggression.  

With Japan’s defeat and the subsequent American occupation, business 

opportunities and Japan’s role as a communist bulwark were not the only opportunities 

men like Luce saw for the nation. The nation was now open for Christian missionaries 

and their attempt to convert the Japanese. Japan had remained elusive to Christian 

missionaries compared to China and Korea. Following Western Christian incursion into 

 
14 The Publisher, 314 
15 Reischauer, Edwin O, “Memorandum on Policy Towards Japan,” 1942. 
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Japan in the late sixteenth century, Christianity and Western influence was banned, and 

the island nation remained closed to missionaries for over two centuries until reopened to 

foreigners in the mid-nineteenth century.16 

Luce, born to missionary parents in China and an ardent Sinophile, previously 

held mostly contempt for Japan compared to China prior to the war. Luce’s disdain was 

born out of what he felt was a rejection of Christianity by the Japanese.17 On his first trip 

to Japan in 1932, Luce’s six days in the country crystallized his sense of contempt for 

Japan which he described as drab and with a simple history. In contrast, it was his 

beloved China’s hundreds of millions of people, with their “complete gigantic and 

elaborate symphonies of the human heart, its incomprehensible discords and its 

resolutions of breath-taking sublimity!” that interested Luce the most.18  

Luce agreed with his father’s understanding that missionary work was not just 

about growing the ranks of Christ’s followers but also a way to help the persecuted and 

create a better life for all of humanity.19 MacArthur was of like mind. MacArthur 

complained petty bureaucrats failed to understand that the “great events of the next 1,000 

years would transpire” in the Far East and “through the Japanese” MacArthur intended to 

“plant the seeds of democracy and Christianity” among “a billion of these Oriental 

peoples on the shores of the Pacific.”20 Time Inc.’s coverage of domestic and 

international affairs also appealed to MacArthur. He shared Luce’s inclination towards 

 
16 John Whitney Hall, The Cambridge History of Japan. Volume 4, Early Modern Japan (Cambridge 
University Press, 1991), 5. 
17 Henry R. Luce, 112 
18 The Publisher, 173. 
19 The Publisher, 6. 
20 The American Occupation of Japan, 70. 
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coverage featuring overt patriotism, a sense of grandiosity, and what they both felt was 

God’s call for America to protect freedom the world over.21 

Luce fondness for MacArthur is reflected in the General’s appearance on the 

cover of Time on several occasions and his eagerness to meet MacArthur during his 1945 

trip to the Pacific theater.22 And in addition to MacArthur’s notion of the Far East as the 

center of great events to come and primed for spreading Christianity, Luce, as will be 

shown, understood the concept of using the Christian values Americans held to soften 

their perceptions of the Japanese through his publications in his quest to support the 

nation as a client state in the business world, a place to further the goals of the church, 

and a bulwark against the spread of communism. 

Luce’s understanding of the threat of communist spread was in a transitional 

period as the war was coming to an end. A certain naiveite, and a sense of hope instead of 

fear, can be seen in Life’s coverage of Russia and China in 1945 as victory against the 

Germans in Europe and Japan in the Pacific began to look inevitable. It was not until July 

1945 that Luce began to report to his readers about the need to take Russia seriously. 

With Russian influence and control spreading into the postwar power vacuums of Eastern 

Europe, Luce now considered Russia a rival on the world stage. In July 1945 a Luce 

editorial provided a warning to Americans about the threat Russia posed. He wrote how 

the average American probably did not understand what Russian intentions were, but 

they were indeed the biggest problem for America since it was the only country in the 

world “with the dynamic power to challenge our own conceptions of truth, justice and the 

 
21 Henry R. Luce, 112 
22 Life, August 28, 1950, 
https://books.google.com/books?id=Dk4EAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false. 
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good life.”23 He went on to mention that at the end of the war, in addition to gaining 

power and influence in Eastern Europe, Russia might also claim strong influence over 

undemocratic governments in Asia. 

Part II: 1946 to 1948 – The Cold War and a Reverse Course in Japan 

The threat from Russia was also a main concern for one of Luce’s closest and 

politically well-connected associates. John Foster Dulles, lawyer, fellow Republican, and 

foreign policy expert was a close personal friend of Luce and was frequently featured in 

and contributed articles to Time Inc. publications. Luce’s magazines championed and 

glorified John Foster Dulles due to his strong anti-communist rhetoric and staunch 

Christianity.24 Dulles was featured on the cover of Time several times and was the Time 

1954 “Man of the Year.” Luce, writing to Dulles in 1946, heaped praise upon Dulles for 

his recent articles in Life about Soviet thoughts on foreign policy, and as editor, Luce 

declared his pride in merely having the opportunity to be associated with articles that 

“ended all doubts as to the inescapable reality of the Russian-Communist problem.”25  

Dulles and Luce exchanged letters like this throughout the forties and fifties. 

These correspondences reveal not just their personal relationship – visiting when in town, 

dinners with spouses, attending social events – but their mutual attempt to mold the 

public’s thinking through the medium of Time, Inc. Dulles would send copies of 

 
23 “America and Russia,” Life, July 30, 1945, 20, 
https://books.google.com/books?id=z0kEAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false. 
24 Henry R. Luce, 57. 
25 Henry Luce to John Foster Dulles, 16 June 1946, John Foster Dulles Papers, Department of Special 
Collections, Princeton University Library. (Hereafter cited as Dulles Papers.) 
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addresses and speeches to Luce for feedback and requested that Luce emphasize Dulles’ 

ideas on international policy in his publications, which Luce was happy to oblige. 

In June 1946, Luce published in Life a two-part series from John Foster Dulles. 

Titled, “Thoughts On Soviet Policy And What To Do About It,” Dulles attempted to 

educate readers on how Russian leaders thought about the world and the dangers they 

posed to international and U.S. security. On communism, Dulles wrote, “It seeks to 

eliminate what, to us, are the essentials of a free society.”26 He went on the explain that 

for the Russians, military force was essential, and the Russian were building up their land 

forces, air power, and navy, and were hard at work on developing an atomic bomb. 

In order to combat this threat, Dulles, also a staunch Christian as Luce pointed out 

repeatedly to his readers, claimed it was America’s religion and morals that would 

prevail. Writing about Soviet attempts to remove religion from society, Dulles noted, 

“But the Soviet leaders would know that that project is impracticable as against a people 

who believe their freedoms flow from their Creator and who also use those freedoms with 

the restraint which is enjoined by divine commandment.”27 In order to combat the 

Russian threat, a strong U.S. military was needed, and additionally, Americans would 

need to be prepared to accept personal sacrifice to keep freedom around the world alive.  

In a letter to Luce on November 19, 1947, Dulles reinforced to Luce the 

importance of convincing American’s to support the Japanese, writing to Luce, 

“Personally, I think that unless we can catch the imagination of the American people with 

 
26 John Foster Dulles, “Thoughts On Soviet Policy And What To Do About It,” Life, June 3, 1946, 113, 
https://books.google.com/books?id=I0oEAAAAMBAJ&pg=PA112&source=gbs_toc_r&cad=2#v=onepag
e&q&f=false. 
27 John Foster Dulles, “Thoughts On Soviet Policy And What To Do About It, Part II,” Life, June 10, 1946, 
119, 
https://books.google.com/books?id=xkkEAAAAMBAJ&pg=PA109&source=gbs_toc_r&cad=2#v=onepag
e&q=creator&f=false. 
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the idea that they are helping in a big creative task, they will not make the effort and 

assume the sacrifices that are involved.”28 Dulles understood the Cold War fight would 

only be possible with the American people onboard and feeling involved in something 

great. Luce’s media empire would continue to provide the medium with which to capture 

the imagination of the American public and urge them into supporting Japan as an ally.  

Another fellow Cold War hawk and major influence on U.S. foreign policy and 

business interests with Japan was George F. Kennan. As with Dulles, Kennan was also 

covered heavily and frequently contributed articles in Time, Inc. publications. Kennan 

rose to prominence in 1947 among foreign affairs specialists and achieved an unusual 

level of fame for a diplomat due to Foreign Affairs anonymously publishing his “X” 

article. This article popularized the word “containment” to the world and prescribed the 

foundations of Cold War policy towards the Soviet Union including political, military, 

and economic resistance.29 Kennan’s “X” article became the basis for the 1947 Truman 

Doctrine where America would lend support for democracies against authoritarian 

threats. 

Like Luce and Dulles, Kennan came to understand that Japan would need to serve 

as a key ally and bulwark against communist expansion. Once the U.S. could help Japan 

achieve stability, the U.S. could turn its focus to communist containment. The idea 

seemed straightforward on paper, but Kennan and his staff faced the formidable quest of 

selling these ideas to the Truman Administration, Congress, and the American people. 

His relationship with Luce and Time, Inc. would prove critical to this task. 

 
28 John Foster Dulles to Henry Luce, 19 November 1947, Dulles Papers. 
29 George F. Kennan (“X”), “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” Foreign Affairs 25, no. 4 (July 1947): 566-
582. 
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The threat of communist expansion gave rise to a reconsideration of America’s 

occupation policy in Japan. Prior to 1947, with MacArthur in charge of occupation 

policy, liberal reforms and punishment for Japan were MacArthur’s main focus. Luce and 

Kennan were both uneasy with some of these aspects of MacArthur’s policies. Despite 

respect for MacArthur the General, they felt his approach was reminiscent of Roosevelt’s 

New Deal, which both men detested. 

Luce and Kennan used Time, Inc.’s Fortune as an emissary to the heads of elite 

American businesses interested in Japanese markets and to advocate for economic 

policies in Japan to shore up their economy paving the way for more Americans to 

conduct business in and with Japan. Parts of these arguments put forth in Luce’s Fortune 

would become the “reverse course” in Japan, doing away with, and in some cases 

reversing the antitrust policies MacArthur was using to breakup Japan’s zaibatsu, the 

large business conglomerates the Americans blamed for pushing Japan into war. Using 

Fortune, Kennan and Luce were influencing business and policymaking elites by 

proposing the inclusion of Japan, along with West Germany, in a trading and security 

block dominated by America and pushing for peace and security treaties long before they 

were signed.30 

The use of popular a magazine to influence American business interests in Japan 

also happened with Luce’s competitor, Newsweek. W. Averell Harriman, wealthy 

businessman and U.S. Secretary of Commerce at the time, had tried unsuccessfully to 

have General MacArthur take counsel from business specialists. Following MacArthur’s 

rejection of their advice, in December 1946 Harriman and other frustrated officials leaked 

 
30 Henry R. Luce, 113. 
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unflattering information about MacArthur in Newsweek. MacArthur himself bemoaned 

the “American Tycoons” like Forrestal, Harriman, Under Secretary of War Kenneth 

Claiborne Royall Sr., and banker and Army officer William H. Draper Jr., who opposed 

the redistribution of power “because they thought they would conflict with their own 

business interests.”31 MacArthur was seemingly deaf to the growing drumbeat coming 

from American businessman intent on profiting from the access to Japan provided by the 

American occupation. 

Dulles, like MacArthur and Luce, also combined his Cold Warrior notions with a 

strong sense of Christian mission. In a 1948 letter to Luce, Dulles sent Luce a copy of a 

paper he wrote for the First Assembly of the World Council of Churches in Amsterdam 

in the Summer of 1948 and suggested Luce hand it to his reporters who would be 

covering the conference. This was an obvious attempt by Dulles to influence Luce’s 

reporting in Time Inc., and Luce was more than willing to oblige. Dulles described his 

thesis for the paper titled, “The Christian Citizen in a Changing World.” Dulles outlined 

his belief in the important role Christianity must play in international affairs, writing, 

“Christian concepts are best served by our so-called ‘free’ society, which enables change 

to be made peacefully through the decision of a responsible majority who, at the same 

time, respect the dignity and worth of the human personalities who make up the 

minority.”32  

MacArthur and Dulles’ influence on Luce will be seen in Chapters II and III 

through the articles and editorials Time, Inc. ran following the suggestions to Luce from 

these influential policymakers. Luce’s subsequent coverage of Japan in Time, Inc. 

 
31 The American Occupation of Japan, 127. 
32 John Foster Dulles to Henry Luce, 28 May 1948, Dulles Papers. 
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following the war spoke to American Christians’ tenants of tolerance and forgiveness, 

and reconciliation with the Japanese would be promoted as “loving your enemy and 

turning the other cheek.”33  

All of these ideas from Dulles, Kennan, MacArthur, and Luce were propagated 

through Time, Inc. publications and read by the thirty million Americans and eventually 

became the framework for U.S. Cold War policy. The grim outlook in China and the new 

Cold War realities these men came to understand led to the policy known as the “reverse 

course” in the American occupation and eventual rearming of Japan.  

As mentioned, Dulles wrote to Luce in his November 19, 1947 stating that in 

order to make the hated Japan a key American ally, they would need to catch the 

imagination of the American people with the idea they are helping in a big creative task. 

Luce was eager to paint this picture for Americans through his Time, Inc. publications. 

Life, with its massive and diverse audience, would serve as the perfect canvas. 

Part III: 1948 to 1950 – The Entrenchment of Japan’s New Role as a Cold War Ally 

Fear mongering about Russia’s threat to American security was a significant way 

Luce and Life were able to influence readers into seeing the Japanese as important allies 

when the fight against communism appeared bleak. The fear of communism and its threat 

to U.S. security continued through 1948 and 1949 and included reporting on how Japan 

may play a key part as a strategic location and ally in this new fight. A series of articles 

written by General Carl Spaatz and published in Life told readers if war broke out, Russia 

 
33 Eric S. Van Slander, “Love Amongst the Ruins: The Mainline American Protestant Churches and U.S-
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would send long-range bombers with nukes to obliterate U.S. cities. Spaatz claimed the 

remedy for this threat was U.S. air supremacy. In order to maintain this deterrence, 

Spaatz believed the U.S. needed a large system of air bases and Japan would be essential 

due to its location to China and Russia.34 

Japan as a potential forward air base was not the only topic concerning Japan and 

the fight against communism at this point in 1948. Japan itself falling to communism was 

now reported as a major concern. Life included reports about how a communist victory in 

China would mean a communist conquest of Japan. If China fell, Life reported that Stalin 

would drop an “iron curtain” controlling Indochina, and since Japan was dependent on 

the Asian continent for food, markets, and raw materials, Japan would find itself 

“crawling under the Iron Curtain” and becoming another Soviet satellite.35 This report in 

Life by diplomat and journalist William Bullitt also advocated for sending U.S. weapons 

and soldiers to China to prevent its fall to communism, and thus Japan as well.  

Late 1948 continued this theme of fear and the potential need for aggression to 

stave off communist advances in China and Japan, this time by publishing a report on a 

letter penned by General MacArthur to the Joint Chiefs of Staff. MacArthur gave a 

forceful plea for U.S. action in Asia. He declared the Soviets would be in a position to 

seize Japan and included a request for reinforcements. Life reported MacArthur’s letter 

gave top military leaders a “massive shock.”36 Luce throughout Life again and again set 

up MacArthur and Dulles as “opinion leaders” so they had credibility among his readers 

 
34 Carl Spaatz, “If We Should Have To Fight Again,” Life, July 5, 1948, 35, 
https://books.google.com/books?id=ekYEAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false. 
35 William C. Bullitt, “How We Won The War And Lost The Peace, Part Two,” Life, September 6, 1948, 
86, https://books.google.com/books?id=2kcEAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false. 
36 “MacArthur Says Fall Of China Imperils U.S.,” Life, December 20, 1948, 25, 
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and proceeded to include their arguments to influence readers, so they understood the 

threat communism posed, a classic tactic of persuasion. By establishing the status and 

influence of men like Dulles and MacArthur, Life’s readers were conditioned to 

understand they could trust the opinions of these men who Luce frequently championed.  

Despite these forceful pleas from men like MacArthur, Dulles, and Luce for aid to 

prevent a communist takeover of China, a Luce editorial in the first Life edition of 1949 

admitted what had become obvious in early 1949, that China was lost, and the 

communists had won.37 Luce reminded readers that Communist China represented a 

direct threat to the security of Americans. A similar editorial in April 1949 again 

lamented this loss and reported that military leaders in Washington were shockingly 

resigned to pull out of the Pacific all together and make the West Coast of the U.S. our 

new defensive front.38 Luce feared that Washington would only maintain the U.S.’s 

current presence in Japan as long as it was convenient and cheap. While these reports of 

U.S. policy in the Pacific were not necessarily true, Luce’s alarmism would be impactful 

for readers. 

Following this declaration in 1949 from Luce that China was lost, and the U.S. 

was abandoning its position in the Pacific, Life reported on October 3, 1949 the utterly 

shocking news that the Russians had apparently acquired the atom bomb, three full years 

before the experts thought it was likely as reported in Life. Life reported that the 

 
37 “Challenge in Asia,” Life, January 3, 1949, 24, 
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38 “Pacific Retreat,” Life, April 4, 1949, 44, 
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possibility of war was now undoubtedly closer, and Americans must have faith in God.39 

The unexpectedness of the news of the Russian having the atomic bomb, and the 

accelerated timetable with which it arrived, was the ultimate fear for Americans seeking 

peace and security in the postwar world.  

Throughout this period of uncertainty, with Russia as an ally in 1944 and 1945 

and then an existential threat that could cause the collapse of American power in Asia 

and the Far East by 1949, a sense of whiplash and fear was induced among many 

Americans. Life’s use of elite opinion makers along with Luce editorials inundating 

readers with the notion that this threat was very real and urgent was a calculated tactic 

used to cause alarm, and as will be shown next, to offer a solution:  the Japanese people 

as eventual friends and allies.  

By using repetition and reporting from elite opinion makers like Dulles, Kennan, 

and MacArthur on the existential threat towards the U.S. from Soviet and Chinese 

Communism, Luce through Life invoked a sense of elevated fear in Time Inc.’s readers. 

This elevated level of fear inculcated in readers would allow Luce to perform a sleight of 

hand. As will be shown in the following chapters, the fear of communism imparted to 

readers was published simultaneously while coaxing the unthinkable: turning the 

American public in favor of Japan as a friend and ally through a calculated effort to 

humanize the Japanese people, prey upon an American sense of sympathy and guilt, 

speak to the tenants of Christianity, and rehabilitate the image of Hirohito.

 
39 “Bomb To Bomb,” Life, October 3, 1949, 22, 
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Chapter III. 

Humanizing the Japanese People and Appealing to the Audience’s Sympathy and Guilt 

This following two chapters provide a blueprint for how Luce used Life, his most 

widely read publication, to conduct a successful campaign to influence his audience into 

embracing the Japanese abruptly following the war. Softening American perceptions 

towards Japan and the Japanese people so swiftly following a brutal war would require a 

multi-faceted campaign. Publishing reports and editorials speculating on the potential 

imminent threat to the U.S. posed by the Soviet Union and a Communist China created 

an elevated level of fear for readers who were offered a new alternative to China as a 

bulwark in the Far East. Japan would be presented as the port in a dangerous Cold War 

storm. 

To bring about this evolution of opinion towards the Japanese, Luce through Life 

would use images and reporting showing the Japanese as fond of American culture and 

pointed to their long and complicated Christian past through striking photographs and 

articles to make them more relatable to Americans. Editorials written by Luce and 

reporting from championed policy makers would be used to plant the seeds of these new 

notions Luce sought to promote. Luce would then curate and publish letters in the Letters 

to the Editors section, submitted and read by a diverse audience, to reinforce these 

policies he along with Washington insiders were trying to promote. 

The racist names and depictions of Japanese people frequent during the war in all 

sections of Life were done away with. Hirohito, the face of the enemy, was presented as 
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an innocent figurehead manipulated by Japanese militarists into supporting Japanese 

aggression so he could be used as a pliant puppet in the postwar occupation. The 

Japanese people were separated from the militarists and presented as a people relatable to 

Americans and thus deserving of sympathy. The influence of Christianity on the 

American people would be called upon to invoke this sense of sympathy and forgiveness 

towards the Japanese people.  

The effect of all this as seen through polling and surveys between 1945 to 1951 

was a sharp turn by Americans from a hatred of the Japanese people and Hirohito to 

seeing them as friends and allies who were rehabilitated enough to be rearmed to help 

fight alongside the U.S. in the Cold War. This remarkable change in attitudes amongst 

Americans toward the Japanese was promoted through Life by Henry Luce via the unique 

opportunity his media empire and close relationships with Washington insiders afforded 

him. 

Part I: Humanizing the Japanese People – From Racism to Relatable  

In 1944 the brutal war with Japan in the Pacific was raging with no end in sight. 

The coverage of this theater of World War Two in Life saturated readers with the racist 

propaganda towards the Japanese documented by Dower which could be found in every 

aspect of Life magazine, from the advertisements, editorials, articles, and Letters to the 

Editors. It is only after Japan’s defeat and unconditional surrender in September 1945 that 

a drastic change in coverage towards the Japanese people in Life began to materialize. 

Despite the racial slurs, dehumanizing photographs and cartoons, and bigoted reporting 

and letters from readers, Life magazine and Luce as Editor-in-Chief attempted to have it 

both ways. While stoking racism towards the Japanese, Life was also filtering the 
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coverage with an eye towards the postwar realities the U.S. would face on the 

international stage and the growing understanding of the possible role Japan and the 

Japanese would play. 

Advertisements in Life, part of the experience of reading the magazine, did not 

hesitate to contribute to racist propaganda throughout 1944 and 1945. By allowing these 

advertisements for various corporations and products to be included in Life, Luce was 

tacitly giving his blessing to how they spoke to the American people. Major corporations 

such as Shell, Plymouth, Chrysler, and GM frequently used the pejoratives “Japs” and 

“Nips” in their advertisements. A Veedol motor oil company full-page advertisement had 

the headline: “The Oil that’s poison….to the Japs.”40 A Packard ad ran with the headline: 

“A Jap bayonet put him out of the fight – but not for long!”41 Readers would have to pass 

through these advertisements to get to the actual content. And as seen in the series of 

advertisements from the Nash-Kelvinator Corporation, providing a weekly dramatic story 

as part of its ad campaign, the advertisements and their racist propaganda were part of the 

experience of reading Life, just as much as the Letters to the Editors and the 

photojournalism readers enjoyed.  

With upwards of fifty percent of Life’s content consisting of advertisements and 

many of the same companies’ advertisements appearing in every edition, Life’s readers 

were imperceptibly influenced by their repetition of images and language. Shrewd 

marketing executives understood the use of psychology to sell their products, and these 
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advertisements plastered on every page of Life were unavoidable and subtly penetrating. 

The inclusion of racist advertisements towards the Japanese in Life during the war 

contributed to the narrative and agenda of Luce at the time, and the lack of racist 

language and images towards the Japanese following the war contributed to the new 

narrative Luce sought to reinforce for his readers. 

The strong anti-Japanese sentiment that existed amongst Americans can be 

understood two months after the Japanese surrender in a survey released in November 

1945 by Luce’s Fortune magazine. Fortune asked, “Do you regard the majority of the 

Japanese people as being naturally cruel and brutal if they have the chance, or do you 

think it is only a small part of the population that is like that?” 56 percent of Americans 

responded, “a majority,” and 34 percent of Americans responded, “a small part.” 42 This 

poll highlights how a majority of the American public made no distinction in late 1945 

between ordinary Japanese people and the militarists, one of the key notions Luce 

attempted to reverse through Time, Inc. beginning with the end of the war through 1950. 

The casual and also pointed racism in Life towards the Japanese played out in the 

Letters to the Editors section and highlights which letters Luce chose to publish and 

which ones he chose to ignore, providing insights into his thinking about a given policy 

and how he attempted to shape the American public’s perception of the Japanese people. 

In January 1944 Life included an article about Admiral William F. Halsey Jr. praising the 

admiral for his straight talk to the American people, which included quotes from Halsey 

such as, “The only good Jap is a Jap who’s been dead six months” and “Why, one 

 
42 The Fortune Survey. Fortune, December 1945, 303. 
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American is equal to any 10 of the little yellow monkeys.”43 Luce then chose to include a 

Letter to the Editors two weeks later, where a Lieut. Dunbar S. McLaurin pointed out a 

“boner” from Halsey by his use of “little yellow monkey.”  

McLaurin explained in his Letter to the Editors how Army Orientation officers, 

for military reasons, had long been taught that using “little” towards the Japanese was 

fine, but the use of “yellow” could offend our Chinese allies and other yellow-skinned 

Asians. The letter also went on to explain, “The use of ‘yellow’ also provides excellent 

“Nip” propaganda materials for a race war.” To finish his thought, McLaurin concluded 

that “Skin color bears no relation to anything that we are fighting for or against, in or 

after, this war.”44  

It is an interesting response by McLaurin that Luce chose to publish. McLaurin 

seemed to be arguing against racism while repeating many racist terms frequently printed 

throughout various facets Life magazine. McLaurin’s letter showed the deep influence of 

the repetitive use of racist terms in the media. He was unable to explain his opposition to 

racism without using racist terms toward the Japanese. By printing this letter, Luce was 

educating his readers on the need to separate the Chinese, as allies, from the Japanese, the 

enemy. And although racism was pervasive throughout editions of Life during the war, 

the inclusion of this letter imparted to readers the notion that this was a war specifically 

against Japan and not Asians in general. 

In a similar fashion, Luce chose to print several Letters to the Editors responding 

to a February 7, 1944 article about American prisoners in the Philippines who were 
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mistreated by Japanese soldiers. One letter stated, “It is, to my mind, the final clincher in 

any argument against ‘humanitarians’ who still persist in claiming that the best way to 

handle the enemy after the war is with kid gloves. It should be obvious that a nation 

which can produce such an infinitely brutal man as the Japanese soldier can never 

comprehend the American way of life.” And another letter added, “To think the Japanese 

were once our respected allies!”45 

And yet, in Luce’s way of attempting to have it both ways, a February 1944 

edition of Life made a point to praise Japanese Americans contributing to the war effort 

with an article titled, “Blind Nisei: An American Hero Loses his Sight at the Crossing of 

the Volturno.” It included a large picture of a Japanese American, Yoshinao Omiya, in 

the hospital with bandages over his eyes and detailed how he lost his sight fighting for the 

U.S. in Italy.46 With the inclusion of an article like this, Life was trying to show their 

readers that Japanese Americans were not just contributing to the war effort but actually 

fighting for the U.S. in the battle against its enemies. By highlighting the good deeds of 

Japanese Americans, Life was separating them from “the enemy” Japanese and showing 

to its readers that it was not the Japanese as an entire race that was America’s enemy. 

Luce subsequently published several Letters to the Editors responding to the 

article about the blinded Japanese American soldier. The first letter included was 

negative and proclaimed, “It is my belief that you have given every muddleheaded 

American in this country who is afraid to face the fact of evil a chance to feel that, after 

all, Japs are not so bad because some are fighting with us.” Luce felt the need to respond 

 
45 Letters To The Editors, Life, February 28, 1944, 2, 
https://books.google.com/books?id=U1QEAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false. 
46 “Blind Nisei,” Life, February 7, 1944, 53, 
https://books.google.com/books?id=YFQEAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false. 



 

25 

to this letter and wrote, “You fail to see the highest moral of LIFE’s story of the Japanese 

atrocities: to promote and extend a just and democratic society. Of this, the picture of 

Omiya is no refutation.”47 Luce then included several letters from other Japanese 

Americans serving in the military who acknowledge how America lost faith in them after 

the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, but they were determined to earn that trust back. 

They pointed out that when the War Department asked for volunteers thousands of them 

answered to prove their loyalty. 

This continued the notions Luce was reinforcing by including the McLaurin letter 

in the Letters to the Editors section. Any anti-Asian sentiment was being curtailed with 

the understanding of who the enemy was being whittled down for readers to just the 

Japanese and their leaders, and eventually just the Japanese militarist. Filipinos and 

Japanese Americans were now being separated from the camp of the enemy just as Luce, 

the ardent Sinophile, did with the Chinese through a letter like McLauren’s. 

In a June 1944 Letters to the Editors section of Life, Luce printed several letters 

responding to the aforementioned Photo of the Week where the American woman was 

photographed pondering a Japanese skull. Luce chose to include letters that pushed back 

against his printing of this racist and macabre photograph. One reader replied that she 

found the selection for Photo of the Week to be “revolting and horrible.” Another wrote, 

“I have never seen a picture that could be used more potently by the enemy for anti-allied 

propaganda.” A third letter writer asked what if the most prominent magazine of Tokyo 

published a picture of a Japanese woman gazing at an American skull and concluded, 

“the storm of protest at such savagery would sweep America and it would most certainly 
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be held up to us as an example of the hopeless depravity of Japanese youth.”48 Either 

Luce had a change of heart about printing this Photo of the Week, or he used it to be 

provocative, knowing he would garner a response from his readers and could thus frame 

the argument to show how it was indeed inappropriate behavior towards fellow human 

beings and inappropriate journalism.  

All of these reports, advertisements, and letters continued with the same themes, 

racist depictions, and back and forth taking place in the Letters to the Editors moderated 

by Luce. But by early 1945, when U.S. military successes in the Pacific were leading to 

the understanding that winning the war was almost inevitable, Life’s reporting began to 

turn toward a different type of coverage of the Japanese. Their coverage became less 

racist and more influential in changing American attitudes towards the enemy by leading 

them to sympathize with and relate to the Japanese people. 

This change in tone in Life’s reporting on the Japanese in 1945 can be seen in a 

report in the February 19, 1945 edition of Life about Radio Tokyo’s coverage of the war. 

The article both mocked and allowed readers to sympathize with how the Japanese were 

being lied to by their leadership regarding the status of the war and how poorly it was 

going for their country. The article noted that anyone listening to Radio Tokyo would 

conclude that Japan was winning the war since it made no mention of Japanese losses or 

retreats. This propaganda provided outright lies to its listeners by reporting that Japan 

was winning the battle of the Philippines, the Allies were nearly defeated by the Germans 

in Europe, and troubles on the U.S. home front, such as depleted manpower and material 
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shortages, meant that the U.S. would soon be defeated in the Pacific. All of this reporting 

from Radio Tokyo was mostly the opposite of the reality at the time.  

Instead of understanding that Japan’s military and homeland were coming closer 

to defeat, the article pointed out that:  

The strange and sometime suicidal tactics of Japanese military 
commanders are explained by the fact that they are often duped by false 
reports from the field. No subordinate wants to call for reserves or to 
admit that he cannot stem the Allied advance. Minor gains are painted as 
major victories. A few casualties inflicted on the enemy become 
annihilation…The high commander has been given a rosy picture of the 
situation at the front line and learns too late that his force has been 
decimated. 49 

This type of reporting in Life allowed readers to sympathize with the Japanese by 

showing how they continued to fight savagely, not out of any inherent war-like nature or 

absolute submission to their war-time leaders, or even a hatred towards Americans, but 

due to propaganda providing them hope through obvious lies about the status of the war. 

It also underscores an early attempt in Life to not only show sympathy towards the 

Japanese but to also separate them from the Japanese military leaders. This tactic would 

continue in subsequent editions of Life and served as one important tactic to influence 

Americans into becoming more positive-minded towards the Japanese. If the Japanese 

people could be absolved of guilt for aggression against the U.S. it would open up the 

possibility for Americans to move past their hatred of Japan. 

Despite the dubious reporting from Radio Tokyo, the Japanese lost the Philippines 

in July 1945, and the country was liberated by MacArthur-led troops. An article 

published in Life in the same issue as the Radio Tokyo article provided coverage of the 
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liberated country and showed through the Filipino people how the U.S. could liberate and 

be friends with nations of the Far East. The article showed photographs of joyous 

Filipinos parading through the streets and carrying American flags. A Luce editorial 

following these images explained to readers about the Philippines: 

…our duty is to not cut them adrift in the political typhoons of the Far 
East. …trade is not the only motive or test of a foreign policy. It seems we 
had to play an empire in order to discover that we have a major role in the 
Far East. We have recovered the empire to find that it has become an ally 
instead…why has not democracy a wider application in Asia and we a 
right and duty to promote it? Allies linked by common ideals and 
memories are the best kind a nation can have.50 

This sentiment from Luce in only a matter of a few of years could have equally 

been applied to the defeated nation of Japan. Life began to promote the Japanese as a 

people linked to Americans just as they did here with Filipinos. Through common ideas 

including Christianity and American democracy, and common memories since many 

Japanese lived in or visited the U.S. and the two countries were allies in World War One, 

Japanese and American relations could also be restored again.  

The change in tone towards the Japanese continued when a month later another 

Letter to the Editors Luce chose to publish was from a man correcting a previous Luce 

editorial, “On to Tokyo,” that mentioned Japanese children receiving a martial education 

at a young age. The reader made sure to point out this American misconception and 

wrote, “Japanese children are not trained in warfare nor its imitations any younger than 

American children who like to act out what they see in movies, using wooden guns or 
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hand grenades.”51 Including this letter showed Life admitting an error in reporting and 

allowed readers to be taught how the Japanese were very similar to Americans and not as 

war-like as Americans had been led to believe.  

Similar to the Radio Tokyo report, Luce’s inclusion of this letter reflected a shift 

in his portrayal of the Japanese people to his audience even before the end of the war. By 

March 1945, American forces were swiftly advancing towards the Japanese mainland and 

to Luce victory had been long seen as assured. Luce’s confidence in military victory over 

Japan was reflected in memos he wrote in 1943 about the need for American leadership 

and a mutually beneficial relationship with Asia in the postwar world led by the U.S.52 

Thus, by March 1945, Life agreeing that the Japanese people are not as war like as 

previously portrayed marked a pivot in coverage towards the Japanese people. 

By the time the atomic bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki and 

unconditional surrender signed by the Japanese, Life’s coverage of Japan leaned heavily 

into reporting on Japanese culture as a way to demystify the nation and also show that 

despite being different, the Japanese were regular people and relatable to Americans. In 

an August 1945 edition of Life, Luce published in the Letters to the Editors section a 

report from a CBS news correspondent who spoke with a U.S. Lieutenant in the Pacific. 

The Lieutenant had recently searched a Japanese hospital ship and spoke with some of 

the wounded Japanese soldiers. These soldiers mentioned to the Lieutenant how a 

number of them had visited the U.S. prior to the war. As American baseball fans, they 

were curious about Babe Ruth and how the New York Yankees were doing. They asked 
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for their preferred brand of American cigarettes and were disappointed he did not bring 

any copies of Life to give them.53 Including this letter would serve to remind readers that 

the Japanese were no different than people from many other countries of the world who 

were tuned into and appreciated American culture. 

As a magazine catering to the general population, coverage of American sports 

was a constant feature of Life with updates about football, tennis, baseball, basketball, 

hockey, and boxing appearing almost weekly. By showing that the Japanese were also 

sports fans, of both their own unique sports and popular American sports like baseball, 

Life’s coverage was making the point that the Japanese people were not unlike the 

average American. Just a few days after Japan signed the surrender, in a photo essay 

showing aerial images of Tokyo, an article included a photo of a baseball field with the 

caption noting that many such parks existed in Japan and baseball was their national 

sport. Another image showed the courtyard of a Japanese school filled with children 

playing basketball on the school basketball court.54  

By reading this edition of Life, Americans would see these photographs of the 

Japanese playing sports considered to be quintessential to American culture. Readers 

would then be forced to reconsider their deeply held presumptions that the Japanese were 

mysterious and totally incomprehensible to Western and specifically American 

sensibilities. Reporting like this allowed for a crack to open in the American psyche 

previously contemptuous towards the Japanese people. 
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A report on the Japanese sport of Sumo wrestling was another such instance of 

using sports to make the Japanese relatable. A February 1947 article introducing the sport 

to Americans noted the Sumo wrestlers weighed less then they usually would do to rice 

shortages, but as the Japanese were increasingly copying the West, sumo wrestling was 

gradually being replaced by American baseball.55 Baseball again was used in Life in 1947 

by the inclusion of a large photo showing Japanese politicians playing the sport, with the 

Japanese House of Representatives and the House of Councilors on opposing teams and 

smiling while politely bowing to each other.56 The image conveyed several messages to 

the reader. The Japanese now had a similar constitution and government structure to the 

U.S. with democratic representation, they enjoyed baseball as much as Americans did, 

and these smiling Japanese politicians no longer appeared intimidating or dangerous.  

Sports were not the only way Life chose to present the Japanese as culturally 

similar to Americans. Reporting on the Japanese interest in American culture in general 

was another way Life influenced it readers into understanding that the Japanese were 

relatable to average Americans and could be understood as potential friends of America. 

A Life article in December 1946 provided readers with an update on the success of the 

occupation of Japan. It reported most Americans were unaware of how successful the 

occupation had been and described MacArthur, due to his overseeing of the occupation, 
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as a genius. It declared that the Japanese people now loved Americans and also loved 

American plays and music.57 

The article went on to say that due to this success, U.S. officials might even insist 

on rearming Japan because of its strategic location in Asia. Included with the article were 

photos of American soldiers kissing Japanese women, holding hands, and sharing 

cigarettes. It was a bold choice on Luce’s part to suggest within the same article that 

arming Japan was a legitimate option now, while also showing previously taboo images 

of Americans and Japanese intermingling.  

A National Opinion Research Council (NORC) survey taken at this exact same 

time, December 1946, revealed American opinions a year into the occupation of Japan. 

The NORC mentioned to respondents how “the occupation of Japan had been orderly and 

the Japanese people cooperative,” and with that in mind, asked them if this means the 

Japanese have changed their ways and beliefs, or if they were only feigning cooperation 

and will go back to their old ways as soon as they can. Only 35 percent of respondents 

felt “They have really changed,” while 47 percent responded that “They will go back to 

old ways.” 18 percent did not have an opinion.58 This showed that almost 50 percent of 

Americans at the end of 1946 were still deeply distrustful of the Japanese and believed 

they would revert to the aggressive war-like nature, understood by Americans to be 

inherent in their national character, when given the opportunity.  

This theme of the American people’s distrust of the Japanese could also be seen in 

this same December 1946 NORC poll where 79 percent of respondents stated they were 
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in favor of disarming Japan and keeping her disarmed.59 In 1946, with the war still fresh 

in their minds and the expectation of Soviet and U.S. cooperation along with the hope of 

a communist defeat in China, Americans by a large majority in 1946 were not even 

considering the notion of rearming Japan as a possible outcome, but that would change. 

Relationships between Americans and Japanese women were again the topic in a 

book review in Life in April 1947. Life reviewed a massively popular novel at the time 

where the hero was an American war correspondent who fell in love with a Japanese 

actress.60 By reporting on the romance between U.S. soldiers and Japanese women, Life 

was pushing its readers to understand a new paradigm: not only was Japan no longer an 

enemy, it was even acceptable now to for Americans and Japanese to have romantic 

relationships. 

The theme of the Japanese adopting American culture continued in subsequent 

issues of Life. One edition contained a report on the Japanese putting on a play titled 

“Abraham Lincoln” and mentioned to readers how the Japanese people, and even 

Hirohito himself, loved Lincoln.61 Another edition included a picture of Japanese women 

voting for the first time.62 These reports reinforced to Americans the notion of the 

Japanese embracing democracy and American culture while enjoying the fruits of 
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Westernization through women’s suffrage via the new constitution created by occupation 

authorities.  

Highlighting the Japanese love and appreciation of American sports and political 

figures like Lincoln not only told readers that the Japanese were relatable but also 

reminded readers that prior to hostilities many Japanese people were as much a part of 

the American fabric and immigrant experience as any other race or nationality. Many 

citizens of Japan visited, studied, and lived in the U.S. prior to the war. At the time of the 

attack on Pearl Harbor there were 120,000 people claiming Japanese ancestry living in 

the U.S. and two thirds of them were full citizens.63 A sizeable portion, as pointed out by 

Luce in Life, were even active U.S. troops fighting against America’s enemies in Europe. 

By reminding readers of this relationship between the Japan and the U.S. prior to the war, 

Luce was emphasizing his readers’ deeply held notions of American exceptionalism as 

seen through its diverse cultural roots as a historical destination for immigrants the world 

over seeking freedom from oppression.  

Part II: Sympathy and Guilt 

Another impactful way Life humanized the Japanese people for its American 

readers so they could become better disposed to them was through the use of sympathy 

and guilt. Americans were unaware of the U.S. government’s development and use of 

atomic bombs until they were already dropped on Japan in early August 1945. The 

destruction and death toll were unimaginable to the public and the devastating effects of 

radiation – burns, birth defects, genetic mutations, and cancer – had horrifying 
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implications for Americans and the entire world. Throughout the period of 1945 to 1950 

Life reported on the effects and destruction of the atomic bombs and included graphic 

photos that would engender a sense of sympathy, and also guilt, for using atomic 

weapons in Japan. 

Two months after the atomic bombing and with the war over, an October 1945 

edition of Life included a report about a photographer travelling through Japan on the 

Tokyo Express train to Hiroshima. A full-page photo showed several children wearing 

facemasks as protection against infections which were plaguing the destroyed city after 

the atomic blast. Two more disturbingly graphic photos showed an elderly couple 

suffering from terrible radiation burns and broken bones and a mother caring for a young 

child who also suffered from painful radiation burns.64  

A subsequent 1945 edition of Life gave a report on the residents of Tokyo three 

months after the surrender. Photos showed destitute residents sleeping on the street. 

Another showed a picture of Japanese orphans and states, “The children are playing 

unattended in the streets because air raids have destroyed their homes and killed their 

parents.”65 The firebombing of Japan by American planes was barely mentioned in Life, 

but the devastating effects were now being shown to Life’s readers.  

Readers were once again reminded of the destruction and effects of the atomic 

bombs in a report on the two-year anniversary of the bombing of Hiroshima. Photographs 

showed large crowds of Japanese mourners gathered in the city center to honor the dead. 
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Several captions reported that in addition to mourning the dead, the citizens had also 

gathered to campaign for an end to all wars and noted that their motto was, “Look at us 

and forgo war!” Also included was a large photograph of a man with severe burn scars 

disfiguring his entire torso. Some doctors were pessimistic about his recovery and stated 

that not only were his burn scars a repulsive condition but also an “atomic mutation” 

which meant that they would continue to produce the ugly scars. Despite this the man 

hoped the image of his disfigured torso would serve peace.66  

The theme of reporting on the destruction wrought by the atomic bombs 

continued in the December 12, 1949 edition of Life and provided readers with a report 

titled, “The A-Bomb’s Children” which documented the effects of radiation on the people 

of Hiroshima. It also detailed how U.S. and Japanese doctors were working together to 

study the effects of atomic radiation like sickness, cancer, and genetic mutations. The 

report told the story of these effects on a group of women and included a number of 

pictures showing the children affected by the bomb.67 The article was very sympathetic to 

these victims, and it reinforced for readers the terrible conditions the Japanese continued 

to live with due to the use of the atomic bombs by the U.S. By reporting on these victims, 

especially women and children, Life was humanizing the Japanese people and allowed 

readers to sympathize and feel a sense of guilt for the terrible situation. Through the 

efforts of the U.S. and Japanese doctors, Life was also showing its readers that the people 

 
66 “The Peace City,” Life, September 1, 1947, 39, 
https://books.google.com/books?id=LkIEAAAAMBAJ&pg=PA39&source=gbs_toc_r&cad=2#v=onepage
&q&f=false. 
67 “The A-Bomb’s Children,” Life, December 12, 1949, 59, 
https://books.google.com/books?id=VUEEAAAAMBAJ&pg=PA59&source=gbs_toc_r&cad=2#v=onepag
e&q&f=false. 



 

37 

of these two countries could work together to overcome tragedy and persevere as allies in 

the atomic age.  

By this point in time in 1949, Life had almost fully evolved away from its racist 

reporting on the Japanese. The above article no longer used the racist term “Jap” and 

instead used “Japanese.” It was guilt and sympathy Life used from 1945-1949 to 

influence its readers to evolve their opinions of the Japanese people.  

American perceptions of Japan taken by the NORC in July 1948 showed marked 

improvements in perceptions toward the Japanese from how they reported feeling in 

1945. A nationwide survey asked Americans in July 1948 if they thought Japan was a 

threat to world peace. 55 percent responded in the negative while 32 percent felt Japan 

was still a threat to world peace. 13 reported having no opinion. This showed a large 

increase from September 1945 when just 39 percent of Americans felt Japan would 

eventually become peaceful and 42 percent felt they would again revert to aggression.68 

These results revealed a large increase in favorable attitudes towards the Japanese by 

1948, well before China fell to the communists and the Soviet Union acquired the atomic 

bomb, both major catalysts for a realignment in notions of Soviet and Chinese 

Communist’s threats to the American homeland.  

American perceptions towards the Japanese continued to grow more favorable 

and were highlighted by a Gallup poll taken in March 1949, still several months before 

the announcement of the Soviet’s acquiring the atomic bomb and China’s fall to the 

communists. Americans were asked by Gallup about how they currently felt toward the 

people of Japan. 34 percent report feeling friendly towards the Japanese, 30 percent were 
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neutral, 29 percent reported feeling unfriendly, and 7 percent were undecided. This 

demonstrated that less than four years after the end of bitter hostilities, 64 percent of 

Americans felt either favorable or neutral toward the Japanese people. Interestingly, 50 

percent of respondents who attended college reported feeling friendly towards the 

Japanese.69 This indicates that Americans with a higher education and more inclined to 

follow world events, and thus more disposed to read articles and editorials, were able to 

change their opinions sooner than most Americans towards the Japanese in light of Cold 

War realities.
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Chapter IV. 

Using Christianity to Influence Americans and the Coordinated Rehabilitation of Hirohito 

With appeals to the two powerful emotions of sympathy and guilt, Life was in a 

position to also appeal to another influential force in America to persuade its readers to 

change their attitudes towards the Japanese. Christianity was another remedy Luce used 

through Life to soften American perceptions of the Japanese. For an audience wracked 

with fear of communism and feelings of guilt due to the conditions in Japan resulting 

from the firebombing of Japanese cities and the use of atomic bombs, an appeal by Luce 

to their Christian faith to change their opinions toward the Japanese would prove to be 

powerfully effective. 

Part I: Using Christianity to Influence Americans 

Christianity was one of the main subjects Luce was aware he could capture his 

audience’s interest with and use to influence his readers. The son of a Protestant 

missionary, Luce built a media empire which he would use to not only report and provide 

commentary on religion, but also to proselytize about the importance of Christian ideals – 

forgiveness, repentance, and charity – to the masses.  Life magazine frequently reported 

on matters pertaining to Christianity both domestically and internationally. Additionally, 

Luce provided frequent editorials on faith and Christianity effectively establishing 

himself for readers as an authority on Christianity and Christian values. The effect on 
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Life’s audience can be seen in a February 1947 Letters to the Editors written by reader 

Allan MacAulay: 

For the second time within the space of a few weeks I find a leading 
secular publication (yours) devoting a full page to editorials concerning 
faith in God and the solution to chronic unhappiness and the need for 
every Christian to re-examine his faith and learn its merits…..a magazine 
as widely read as yours dares to come out and say point-blank that God is 
the solution…you are in the enviable position of being able to mold some 
portion of the public opinion and bring it to the side of God.70  

Luce used his authority as a Christian leader in several ways pertaining to Japan 

and the Japanese people from 1944 to 1950. One way was to burnish the reputations of 

policy makers whose ideas he agreed with and was attempting to promote, like Douglas 

MacArthur and John Foster Dulles. Life always mentioned in their reporting that these 

men were good Christians and church leaders as a way for the audience to understand 

they were morale people whose ideas came from a place of godliness and could be 

trusted. Establishing their Christianity allowed Luce to then promote men like Dulles and 

MacArthur when he wanted to influence readers to agree with their policy ideas whether 

it be related to the occupation of Japan or the threat of international communism.  

Christianity was also a subject Life used after the war was over as another way to 

persuade its readers to identify with the Japanese people in order to humanize and 

familiarize them for its American audience. It was a way to break through the wartime 

racist propaganda showing the Japanese as hive-minded warriors and allowed readers to 

see them as individuals and human beings, and opened up the opportunity for the 

audience to practice the Christian maxim of “love your enemies” and “turn the other 

cheek” toward the Japanese people.  
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Following the war, there were several clear examples where Life made attempts to 

link Christianity and the Japanese people, and thus Americans too, by publishing articles 

and editorials on the subject. In one instance, an article with pictures about a Japanese 

woman who collected old Japanese Christian artifacts highlighted the history of 

Christianity in Japan. The article titled, “Hidden Crosses: Early Japanese Christians used 

pagan idols to fool prosecutors,” provided readers with the history of how Christians 

were persecuted in Japan, but many kept their faith alive by concealing Christian imagery 

within Buddhist idols. The article showed a full-page photo of a Japanese woman in 

traditional dress surrounded by Christian crosses and rosaries and subsequent images 

showed close-up photographs of Buddhist idols cleverly containing Christian symbols 

when one looked closely enough.71 This article served to show the long history and 

suffering of Christians in Japan, making the Japanese relatable to readers as fellow 

Christians, and sympathetic as an oppressed religious minority. 

Another Life article in 1946 attempted to acclimate readers to the Japanese and 

their culture by introducing them via photos to the many and varied Shinto shrines 

located in Kyoto. Images showed the interior and exterior of the shrines and Japanese 

people in worship. These images would strike the reader as foreign and unusual. Yet, Life 

made sure to focus attention on the Christians of Japan by reporting that the 255,000 

Japanese Christians were encouraged by Emperor Hirohito renouncing his divinity.  

The article also pointed out to readers how these Japanese Christians now felt that 

Christianity had a real chance of rapid growth in Japan and could serve as the moral basis 
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for political democracy in Japan, drawing a comparison to the founding of democracy in 

the U.S. Life included an unsubtle, large photo of a Catholic Japanese woman with a 

rosary and a cross in the foreground while a large crucifix of Christ loomed in the 

background.72 By pointing out the large Christian population in Kyoto and the 

opportunity for converts from Shintoism, Life was suggesting to its readers there was 

opportunity in Japan for spreading Christianity and thus Westernization.  

In a 1947 Life article written by Paul Hutchinson, Managing Editor of “The 

Christian Century,” the Japanese were again represented to readers as not too dissimilar 

in a report titled, “Religion Around the World.”73 Hutchinson noted allied military 

officials reported a rapid growth in a certain Shinto sect whose teachings were similar to 

those of Christian Scientists, a religion more familiar and relatable to Americans than 

Shintoism. The article also mentioned how the Pope declared communism the supreme 

enemy of Christianity and sent American bishops to Japan in the summer of 1947 to work 

alongside Buddhists to oppose communism in Japan. This article signaled to Life’s 

audience that not only were there Japanese Christians, but the Japanese were also 

working alongside Catholics to fight communism. 

Outside contributors to Life writing about Christianity, like Paul Hutchinson, and 

frequent editorials by Luce in 1946-1948 preaching to readers the importance of 

godliness, morality, and Christianity in an uncertain world, were commented upon by 

Life’s readers themselves. One Letter to the Editors in 1947 underscored the drumbeat of 
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Life’s promotion of Christianity to its readers. Responding to the June 23, 1947 Luce 

editorial, “Science: A Mystery Story. The More Man Studies Nature, the More Reasons 

He finds For Believing in God,” Philip Wylie of Rushford, N.Y wrote the following: 

I have observed – and so have many others – a growing tendency in LIFE 
to propagandize the notions of dogmatic theology and to deplore or 
ridicule science…I feel I have a right to know the explanation of this 
gradual policy change – this oozing of dogma from the religious 
departments to overspread even the news. Have the staffs of LIFE and 
TIME been converted? Or have they decided that only a mass dose of 
oldtime religion will save the republic? Or do they believe a holy war is in 
prospect and are they choosing sides?74  

In a classic example of how Luce used Life’s Letters to the Editors to frame a 

given conversation and revive and revisit a point he was trying to espouse, an undeterred 

Luce chose to print this letter from Philip Wylie responding to his editorial, and then 

provided his response as Editor-In-Chief in a rebuttal to Wylie, writing: 

LIFE denies being uninformed, naive, dogmatic…But Diagnostician 
Wylie is right, however, in accusing us of fear. We are afraid not of 
science but of ‘scientism’ – the unscientific dogma that science always 
knows best…Let Tractarian Wylie forget what his forefathers thought 
about science and re-examine what they knew about God.75 

Luce here allowed Wylie to declare his disagreement with Life’s religious 

proselytizing but then provided a rebuke that reinforced and reminded his audience of the 

editorial published a month prior. It empowered the notions Luce and Life were trying to 

present to their readers, like Christianity morality, to be repeated and reinforced. 

Despite some criticism from readers like Wylie, Life would continue the drumbeat 

of promoting Christianity and godliness. Christianity was again brought up in order for 

 
74 Letters To The Editors, Life, July 14, 1947, 7, 
https://books.google.com/books?id=ZU4EAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false. 
75 Letters To The Editors, Life, July 14, 1947, 8, 
https://books.google.com/books?id=ZU4EAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false. 



 

44 

Life to connect and have readers empathize with the Japanese in a controversial story 

titled, “Kamikaze Goes to College” included in the October 4, 1948 edition of Life. This 

story perfectly encapsulates Luce’s use of Life as a way to influence his audiences’ 

opinions of the Japanese.76  

The story is about a Japanese man, Robert Nishiyama, who was trained in Japan 

during the war as a Kamikaze pilot, but the war ended before he was sent on his suicide 

mission. He was subsequently chosen by the family of an American soldier, Robert 

Johnstone, who was killed fighting in the Pacific yet asked his parents to use the $10,000 

in government insurance they would receive to set up a scholarship to teach his enemies 

the American way of life. The article detailed Nishiyama’s arrival at a U.S. college and 

his acclimation to college life.  

The story provided Life a deepfelt way to connect Americans to this individual 

held up by Life as representative of the Japanese people. The U.S. soldier, Johnstone, by 

setting up the scholarship, underscored how even an American killed in the war could 

show compassion for his enemy, one of the loftiest tenants of Christianity. It also served 

to show this same idea as Nishiyama was noted as being warmly welcomed by his 

classmates and even shared a dorm room with a former Marine who was studying to be a 

Protestant minister.  

To further this theme, the article also made sure to point out that Nishiyama and 

his entire family were practicing Christians and included a picture of Nishiyama praying. 

A picture of Nishiyama in his uniform from when he was an enlisted soldier in Japan 
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alongside photos of his Americanization while going through the usual college rituals of 

registering for classes highlighted for readers the transformation that could take place 

among the Japanese people. They could be reshaped from enemy to American if given 

the opportunity when the teachings of Christ are applied.  

The Letters to the Editors in response to the “Kamikaze Goes to College” article 

provide great insights into how Luce moderated and also framed conversations played out 

in these letters responding to reports published in Life. It is not mentioned how many 

letters were received in response to the article, but the four Luce initially chose to include 

reinforced the messaging he was trying to provide. Their inclusion allowed both sides to 

weigh in while effectively giving the last word to the side Luce agreed with, that of 

Christian forgiveness. The first letter, written by John W. McFadyen from Yale 

University, described the rage he felt reading about Nishiyama. With a keen sense of self-

awareness, he noted he may perhaps be writing with a piercing hatred of the “Jap” due to 

being a combat veteran. He mentioned that he and many servicemen wholeheartedly 

disagreed with any show of sympathy or assistance, other than humane treatment, to his 

recent enemy. Another veteran’s letter echoed this notion writing, “That Kamikaze story 

is too much!”77 

Luce, in reinforcing the original message of forgiveness in the “Kamikaze Goes to 

College” article, included two letters of an entirely different tone following the two 

mentioned above. One, written by the editor of the college newspaper Nishiyama 

attended stated that he polled ten overseas veterans studying at the college and nine out of 

ten had a pleasant reaction to the story. Another was written by a man who identified 
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himself as a Christian minister and told how he had his entire congregation read the 

article “as a demonstration of honest-to-goodness Christianity at work.”  

In the first two letters Luce presented one side of the argument, that of embittered 

veterans who found it too much to “turn the other cheek.” With the second two letters 

Luce provided the inverse of this argument, showing that many combat veterans 

appreciated the message while a Christian minister responded that the story embodied the 

essence of Christianity. By including these four specific letters, Luce was reinforcing the 

message he was trying to impart to his readers with an article like “Kamikaze Goes to 

College,” that of Christian principles and veterans moving past their hatred for the 

Japanese. Luce’s choice to include the unscientific and seemingly anecdotal poll taken by 

the college newspaper editor further revealed how Luce used the Letters to the Editors 

section in a calculating way to bring his readers to his side of the argument. In this case, 

feelings of goodwill towards the Japanese visitor.  

In the pivotal year of 1949, when Western support against the communists in 

China was understood by Luce and most experts to be a lost cause, and communism’s 

spread in the Far East seemed inevitable, Life provided one if its most powerful attempts 

to create an image of the Japanese as worthy partners in the fight against the spread of 

communism by yet again highlighting their Christianity. The June 27, 1949 edition of 

Life contained an article detailing the fight against paganism in Japan by MacArthur and 

Japanese Catholics and Protestants. The arm of Francis Xavier, a sixteenth century relic 

important to Japanese Christians, was being paraded throughout cities in Japan in a 

massive campaign for Christian converts. The article noted MacArthur’s request for more 

bibles to be sent in expectation of the success of the campaign.  
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To impress upon the readers of Life the worthiness of the Japanese as a new 

bulwark in the East as a replacement to China, the article noted that the relic drew crowds 

as big as those that would have been previously attracted by a visit from the emperor. 

Powerful photos showed massive crowds of sullen and repentant Japanese Christians 

praying amid the atomic-bombed ruins of Nagasaki. Other impactful images showed 

members of the Catholic Women’s Club in traditional Japanese attire and a photo of 

several Japanese being baptized in a Tokyo Baptist church. The article made sure to point 

out to readers that as of 1949 there were at least 1,700 protestant churches in Japan.78 For 

readers of Life in 1949, these emotional and stunning images of the Japanese people 

proudly embracing Christianity while gathered in massive crowds amongst atomic ruins 

highlighted not just a conversion from paganism to Christianity, and ruin to rebirth, but 

also from enemy to suitable ally and friend. 

 Part II: The Coordinated Rehabilitation of Hirohito 

As previously noted, the postwar rehabilitation of the Japanese people was being 

considered as early as 1942 with the memo from diplomat and educator Edwin O. 

Reischauer about maintaining Hirohito as an ally and puppet. In order to rehabilitate 

Hirohito’s image so he could be used as a puppet in the postwar period, Luce followed 

Reischauer’s direction and from 1944 to1950 used Life to shift any notion of blame his 

readers may have perceived for Japanese aggression from Hirohito to Tojo and other 

Japanese military officials and businessmen. If Americans could be convinced that 
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Hirohito was passive in the planning and execution of Japanese aggression and only used 

as a figurehead by the militaristic Japanese high command, retaining Hirohito in puppet 

status would allow Americans to approve of his continued use as an influence on 

Japanese society following defeat, occupation, and eventually as a Cold War ally. 

This effort by Luce to preserve Hirohito’s status so he could be used as a puppet 

demonstrated his acquiescence to and coordination with directives from Washington and 

elite opinion makers like Reischauer against his own instincts for how Hirohito should be 

treated. In a letter in 1943 to his wife Clare, Luce outlined his personal ethos and the 

tenants of what he felt Time, Inc. should represent. Included in these proclamations, 

among such obvious ideas for Luce like being “pro-Chinese” and “pro-Free Enterprise,” 

was Luce’s declaration of being “against the Imperial House of Japan.” Luce would 

concede his stance against maintaining Japan’s Imperial House and through Life, in 

coordination with official policy, made the effort to separate Hirohito from the militarists 

despite disagreeing with this policy.79  

In Time magazine on January 10, 1944, Luce, in a very brief and almost buried 

article in the Postwar section titled, “Future of a Symbol,” introduced his readers to the 

policy line the U.S. would take towards Hirohito. Mentioning Ambassador Joseph Clark 

Grew’s statement a week earlier reiterating the ideas from Reischauer’s 1942 memo, 

Grew was reported as stating the emperor did not want war and once the military leaders 

close to the throne were defeated, Hirohito as a religious cult leader would be an asset. 

Time noted this policy outlined that there was no need to guard words condemning 

Mussolini and Hitler, but Hirohito must be free of slander by the press and officials. Luce 
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pondered if Grew, with this unofficial statement, was an “advance man” for a new 

official U.S. line towards the emperor in alignment and coordination with Britian and 

China.80 As noted in Chapter I, Grew reiterated the idea of maintaining the emperor’s 

status to Luce when the two met upon Luce’s return to the U.S. from his visit to the 

Pacific in May 1945. 

The lack of separation in the minds of Americans between the Japanese people 

and their leaders was shown through polling regarding the proposed treatment of Hirohito 

shortly before the Japanese surrender and exhibited the hostility Americans held towards 

the emperor in mid-1945. A Gallup poll taken on May 29, 1945 showed the American 

public in favor of severe treatment for Hirohito. 33 percent were in favor of execution, 17 

percent were in favor of a court trial to decide his fate, 11 percent felt he should receive 

life imprisonment without a trial, and 9 percent were in favor of exile. Only 3 percent of 

Americans in 1945 were in favor of what would eventually become U.S. policy towards 

Hirohito: acknowledging he was only a figurehead used by the militarists and using him 

as a puppet to run Japan following the war.81 This 70 percent of the American public in 

favor of harsh punishment for Hirohito represented a massive segment of the country 

Luce needed to persuade through a campaign in Life to make Hirohito more relatable and 

less threatening to Americans. 

From the start of 1945, Life’s coverage of Hirohito and of the idea of maintaining 

him as a puppet, and reporting and photos showing Hirohito as no longer a threat, became 

the new norm. Life, through Letters to the Editors, articles, and editorials, shifted the 

blame from Hirohito and put the spotlight on Tojo as the man responsible for Japanese 
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aggression. Only two weeks after Luce mentioning this “new” policy towards Hirohito, 

Life published an article that stated, “The masses are quiet and submissive to any person 

or faction which speaks in the name of the Emperor,” and it was in fact Tojo and his 

friends who wielded complete power in Japan and made all key decisions.82 To further 

this point, the article included a portrait of Tojo, labeled in the caption as “Dictator,” 

along with portraits of other high Japanese officials, but did not include an image of 

Hirohito. It seems by April 1944, this policy of absolving Hirohito and shifting the blame 

to Tojo is proven successful by the inclusion of an advertisement from the Electric Boat 

Company mentioning the torpedoing of Tojo’s warships while abstaining from 

mentioning Hirohito.83  

 The notion of shielding Hirohito and laying the blame for the war on powerful 

Japanese businessmen was repeated over and over again in Life throughout July and 

August 1945 as plans for the postwar treatment of Japan were beginning to become 

clearer and solidified. An article in April 1945 by journalist Wilfrid Fleisher about what 

to do with Japan, which Luce pointed out can be considered as the official attitude of 

Washington, said that Hirohito would serve as a medium through which the Allied 

government installed in Japan would operate through and the war and defeat should be 

blamed on the Japanese warlords instead of the emperor. It recommended no war crimes 

trial for Hirohito due to his passive role in the war.84  
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Blaming Tojo, and not Hirohito, is again reported in a Life article on U.S. 

Psychological Warfare. The article attributed increasing numbers of surrendering 

Japanese soldiers to U.S. propaganda leaflets being dropped on islands in the Pacific 

defended by the Japanese. One tactic the article pointed out is how the leaflets described 

to the Japanese that it was Tojo who “sneaked into governmental control, usurped the 

foreign policy and finally pushed the country and emperor into a stupid, bloody and 

hopeless war.”85 Although this propaganda was for the Japanese people, by repeating it in 

Life, it also served to remind readers yet again that Tojo was to blame for the war and not 

Hirohito. 

Life in July 1945 included a Luce editorial pondering what to do with Hirohito. 

Luce mentioned that even those who would eliminate the emperor role completely did 

not do so out of objection to the emperor personally. He wrote that postwar Japan would 

have massive internal upheaval following defeat, and the less outsiders try to direct it, the 

more successful the upheaval will be.86 Luce was suggesting that by maintaining the 

emperor, the U.S. would be able to guide what was left after defeat and upheaval through 

Hirohito as a puppet.  

The August 20, 1945 edition of Life leaned heavily into the notion that Hirohito 

was blameless and the Emperor institution should be maintained in order to enact the 

goals the Allies sought for Japan: peace, no communism, and trade with U.S. and Japan’s 

neighbors. The article, titled, “The Japanese Emperor Is Japan: But He Has Been Used 
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By The Men Who Really Run Japan,” showed a rare image for this period of time in Life, 

a picture of Hirohito in military uniform. It argued that, “His value to Japan is his value 

as a myth, a myth that has been artfully assembled and cleverly merchandised,” and went 

on to repeat that it was not the emperor, who had no say himself, making government 

decisions, but the businessmen and militarist who controlled him and all policy 

decisions.87 The emperor did not make any decisions about who held power. It was a few 

key industrialists and a few influential top-ranking generals and admirals. It is these two 

groups of elites and not the emperor who decided the balance of power in Japan.  

This same edition of Life focused heavily on the surprise of the U.S. invention and 

use of atomic bombs on the Japanese homeland and the offer by the Japanese to 

surrender. Life published reports from Time, Inc. correspondents stationed around the 

world. Correspondent Shelley Mydans, reporting from Manila, described how the U.S. 

soldiers there broke into celebrations and engaged in immediate arguments about the 

emperor with one man quoted as saying “Let ‘em keep their Emperor. Hell, I’ll give him 

my pants if he wants ‘em. We’re going home.”88 Reporting this casual attitude from 

American soldiers towards Hirohito would be impactful for readers. It signaled to them 

that the war was over and even the men who battled the Japanese were ready to move on 

from any bitterness they may have held. 

The blaming of Japanese militarists and elite business leaders known as 

“zaibatsu” instead of Hirohito for the war took an unusual turn in late 1945 when Life 
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published an article along with several pictures of these zaibatsu. The article pointed out 

that while individual zaibatsu maybe blameless for Japan’s aggression, most were pleased 

to support the military and economic aggression when the prospect of enormous profit 

was involved. Quotes from these zaibatsu who were interviewed by an American reporter 

showed they themselves felt innocent and they blamed the militarists but not the emperor 

for the war. One man claimed the pacifist zaibatsu were cowards when it came to 

attempting to persuade the militarists.89 

`The article also foreshadowed the policies of the eventual “reverse course” where 

instead of being broken up, as originally planned, the zaibatsu were effectively returned 

to power to help strengthen the Japanese economy and stave off communist political 

advances. It noted that the men felt their positions should be maintained to help the 

Japanese recover. This article served to reinforce through repetition the notion that it was 

not Hirohito but other elites who were responsible for the war. It also included many 

images of these businessmen, but again no photos of Hirohito. 

 With the blame repeatedly laid at the feet of militarists and businessmen, and not 

Hirohito, Life’s coverage moved to make Hirohito understandable and relatable to 

Americans as a regular family man Americans could support and not fear. The October 

22, 1945 edition of Life featured a large, powerful image of MacArthur standing with 

Hirohito which reinforced for Americans this passive image of Hirohito that Luce and 

U.S. officials were attempting to create.90 The photo showed MacArthur and Hirohito 
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standing together in MacArthur’s office at the U.S. embassy in Tokyo. It mentioned it 

was Hirohito who called on and visited MacArthur, an unprecedented show of 

supplication previously unheard of for the inviolable “Son of Heaven.”  

MacArthur, in informal military garb, towered over the previously exalted 

emperor who was dressed in formal mourning attire. MacArthur’s demeanor is 

unimpressed and through this visual readers would understand that while MacArthur was 

willing to work with Hirohito, it was MacArthur who was the boss. This image told 

American readers that they could rest assured knowing that Hirohito and the emperor 

institution were no longer a threat, and he was now under the control of a highly 

respected and Christian general.  

In February 1946, a month after Hirohito renounced his divinity and declared he 

was not a living god, Life ran another article, “Sundays with Hirohito,” which further 

reinforced the concept that Hirohito was no threat, and more of a regular family man with 

a positive inclination toward Americans.91 The article showed unprecedented photos of 

Hirohito and his family and noted that these were the first informal photos of the emperor 

to ever have been released to the public. Images showed Hirohito walking with his 

family, reading cartoons in the American-issued Stars & Stripes newspaper to his son, 

smiling while sitting down with the family for lunch, and lounging with his family in a 

living room while his wife played Chopin on the family piano.  

An additional photo, purposely staged to underpin the point of a pro-American 

Hirohito, showed him in his library reading the New York Times. In the direct center of 
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the photo, elevated over Hirohito’s left shoulder, was a bust of Abraham Lincoln. These 

photos gave the reader the impression of Hirohito, not as a war monger to be feared, but a 

family man with proclivities toward American culture who posed no threat to Americans 

any longer. A man who read the New York Times and celebrated Abraham Lincoln, to the 

average reader of Life, would be someone understandable and less threatening, the 

precise concept Luce and policy makers in Washington were attempting convey to the 

public. 

In an edition of Life a couple weeks later, Luce published a few Letters to the 

Editors responding to the “Sundays at Hirohito” article. He decided to print one letter 

from a war veteran who claimed:  

To me your pictures of ‘Sunday at Hirohito’s’ is playing right into the 
hands of propagandists who want us to believe the Japs were really nice 
folks, that Hirohito is a peace-loving family man who would never harm a 
thing…We risked our necks to destroy the Japanese industrial power, 
controlled by none other than this individual who now wants to be ‘a man 
understandable to Americans.’  

With the sentiment of that veteran noted, Luce steered the conversation back to 

the influence the article was supposed to have on Americans, making Hirohito seem 

friendly, by publishing two additional letters responding to “Sundays with Hirohito.” A 

response from one reader was, “How sweet” and another wrote, “How I would love to 

dress up those teen-age girls of Hirohito’s in my clothes. What a difference sweaters and 

skirts, bobby socks, oxfords or loafers would make in their appearance.”92 By publishing 

the photos of Hirohito and then publishing responses like these, Luce allowed both sides 
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of an argument to be given but was obviously putting his thumb on the scale for making 

Hirohito a figure Americans could relate to and not fear. 

Later in 1946, two editions of Life furthered the idea of Hirohito being essentially 

blameless for Japanese aggression. A March 1946 article about newly discovered 

documents concerning the planning of the 1941 attack on Pearl Harbor reported the 

documents showed Hirohito did not agree with signing off on the attack and he was also 

not happy to sign the declaration of war on the day following the attack.93 In December 

1946, another article on newly released documents showed that Japan never intended to 

invade the U.S. and the goal of the Japanese was a negotiated peace with the U.S.94 Both 

articles contributed to the idea of Hirohito being blameless and not antagonistic towards 

Americans and the U.S. 

 In 1948, Life continued this rehabilitation of Hirohito through reporting on the 

war crimes trial of Tojo and other Japanese militarists. A January 1948 article 

documented how the American and Australian prosecutors were at sharp odds over the 

Australian’s line of questioning which could lead towards implicating Hirohito in war 

crimes. It noted, “U.S. Prosecutor Joseph Keenan, following the line of a high-level 

policy decision in Washington, has tried to skirt the delicate question.” The article 

continued the notion of absolving Hirohito by quoting Tojo as he explained, “Japan’s 

emperor, win or lose, was blameless.”95 This reporting reinforced to readers the notion of 
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Hirohito as blameless and also highlighted how the official policy of maintaining 

Hirohito as such caused difficulties for war crimes prosecutors attempting to tow the 

official line from Washington.  

For Life’s readers, the November 29, 1948 edition was the symbolic and final 

stage in the rehabilitation of Hirohito. A report brought the news that the Japanese war 

lords had been convicted of war crimes and sentenced to hang. The transference of blame 

from Hirohito to Tojo had been completed. With the execution of Tojo, those responsible 

for Japanese aggression and any threat they once posed had been eliminated.   

As seen in the letter to his wife, Luce went against his own instinctual negativity 

towards the Imperial House of Japan. Through Life he used a multi-faceted approach to 

support the official U.S. policy of separating Hirohito from the militarists to endear him 

to the American public so he could be used as a puppet during the postwar occupation of 

Japan. This proved Luce went against the public and his own opinion in order to assist 

prerogatives dictated by Washington concerning postwar planning and the eventual 

pacification and occupation of Japan. Despite any hesitancies Luce may have had, 

through reporting, images, and repetition, his audience and the American public at large 

were able to change their perceptions of a recent enemy in an extraordinarily brief 

amount of time.  

America’s positive attitude toward the Japanese people can be seen through polls 

that coincided with and paved the way for support of actual U.S. policy for Japan and 

American military planning in the Pacific at the onset of the Korean War in June 1950. 

The August 28, 1950 edition of Life encapsulated almost every aspect of the persuasion 

campaign Luce conducted between 1945 and 1950 and culminated in a remarkable article 
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and photo essay that highlighted the change in perceptions he successfully sought to 

bring about in the American public.  

Featuring General MacArthur on the cover, the article and photo essay titled, 

“Japan: A Bulwark in the Far East” called readers’ attention to the fast turn of events and 

the rehabilitated relationship between the U.S and Japan. The article recounted how five 

years prior to the date of publication Japan was the enemy to be bombed and defeated. It 

then became a nation to be demilitarized and eventually rehabilitated. And now, Japan 

had become a friendly host for American planes returning from missions in Korea and 

was immensely important for the United Nation’s defense of South Korea.  

The first photo included under the headline was a photograph of Hirohito, dressed 

in a Western style suit while greeting the speaker of Japan’s democratically elected 

government. Peace treaty talks were underway which would mean the end of the official 

occupation. Washington was pleased the Japanese political scene was dominated by a 

conservative party and the Communist party was now reduced to a mildly disruptive 

nuisance. Color photographs showed Japanese women with an American soldier 

partaking in the “new custom of dating” introduced through the American presence 

during the occupation. Additional images showed pieces of the Japanese war machine 

now dilapidated and being used for recreation by American soldiers. 

This celebratory article and photo essay in Life underscored for readers the new 

paradigm in Japan and represented the culmination and success of Luce’s campaign to 

soften American perceptions towards the Japanese. Hirohito was shown as officially 

Westernized and a symbolic yet respected head of a stable, conservative democracy 

unthreatened by communism. Stable enough that the American military can peacefully 
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coexist with the Japanese people while stationed in Japan while also using the nation as a 

forward base in the Pacific. What once was perceived as untoward, Japanese women and 

U.S. soldiers now openly dated and romances between the people of these two countries 

was seen as something to be encouraged. The American experiment in Japan had gone so 

well the article asked if Japan was now stable enough to be entrusted with weapons.96  

This question was answered almost simultaneously when asked by Life. In July 

1950 the inauguration of Japanese ground forces, identified only at the time as the 

“National Police Force,” (NPR) went ahead swiftly. Although it was not officially 

referred to as an army, and in the NPR’s manual tanks were referred to as “special 

vehicles,” an army it was, and the U.S. would continue to equip this so-called “police 

force” with artillery, tanks, and aircraft.97 Three years later, in 1954, these euphemisms 

were abandoned and the unofficial army known as the NPR would officially be the 

Japanese army and renamed the Japanese Ground Self-Defense force. 

 Part III:  Japanese Delegates Visit the U.S. 

In an unprecedented event that took place in 1950, the polls showing that 

Americans felt favorable toward the Japanese were proven accurate, and confirmed it was 

also American politicians, and not just the general populace, that had a change of heart 

towards the recent enemy. Encouraged and facilitated by MacArthur and the U.S. Army, 

a delegation of the Japanese Diet visited the United States for a month in January 1950. 
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The visit was authorized by the U.S. Congress who provided funds for up to 250 national 

leaders, students, and others to visit America. The purpose of the visit by the Japanese 

Diet was so the new Japanese government, modeled on the U.S. government, could have 

a chance to see firsthand how American democracy worked in action.  

Except for one incident in Boston, where the city council voted to bar the 

Japanese delegation from visiting, it was reported that the Japanese were otherwise 

welcomed cordially across the country. An Army spokesman reported that the Japanese 

were warmly welcomed by city and state officials in both California and South Carolina. 

The Boston city councilor who introduced the motion to bar the visit from the Japanese 

mentioned that since the U.S. was already feeding and clothing the Japanese, they should 

not have to educate them as well. He felt they may also have been in the U.S. to take 

pictures of U.S. fortresses and learn everything they could about the atomic bomb.  

This isolated incident in Boston showed the lingering doubts one city council 

member had towards opening the doors of city hall to the Japanese politicians. And yet it 

also accentuated how most of the country was favorable and welcoming towards the 

Japanese during their visit, and unlike the city councilor from Boston, were not 

concerned with the foreign visitors acting as spies and stealing secrets. The New York 

Times article reporting on this visit mentioned how despite this absurd treatment from 

Boston, the delegation received far more democratic treatment “in that part of the United 

States which Northerners sometimes refer to as the backward South.”98 Polling and 

surveys showed a remarkable reversal in attitudes toward the Japanese, and this visit 
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demonstrated that by 1950 a majority of American politicians were ready to welcome the 

Japanese to the U.S. and tutor them in the ways of American democracy. 

Luce’s influence campaign through Time Inc. to soften American perceptions 

towards the Japanese can be considered a success by looking at polls and surveys from 

1951 showing a majority of Americans now having favorable views toward the Japanese 

and supported rearming their recent enemies. An NORC survey from March 1951 

showed that 51 percent of Americans reported having a positive impression of the 

Japanese people and only 33 percent reported feeling unfavorable. A Gallup poll several 

months later, in September 1951, showed similar results, with 51 percent reporting 

feeling friendly or favorable towards the Japanese and only 25 percent feeling 

unfavorable or unfriendly. This was a remarkable increase in American perceptions 

towards the Japanese and reflected favorability toward the Japanese increased from 34 

percent to 51 percent from a similar Gallup poll just two years prior.99  

An unpublished survey conducted by the NORC in March 1951 reinforced this 

drastic reversal in attitudes towards the Japanese that Gallup also found in 1951. In the 

NORC poll at this time, 53 percent of Americans reported having a favorable opinion of 

the Japanese while 33 percent stated having an unfavorable opinion.100 These two polls 

confirmed that in 1951 a majority of Americans had evolved their opinions of the 

Japanese and now had positive attitudes toward the nation and its people.  

So drastic was this turnaround that another poll from Gallup in 1951 found 76 

percent of Americans favored the U.S. actively contributing to the formation of a 

Japanese military to fight a communist attack if threatened. Only 14 percent opposed this 
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idea and 10 percent reported having no opinion.101 This shows that while in December 

1946 almost 50 percent of Americans believed that Japan was distrustful and would 

revert to their aggressive war-like nature, by 1951 an overwhelming majority supported 

the American-led build-up of a Japanese military. 

Persuading the American public to change their perceptions from hatred towards 

the Japanese to embracing their recent enemy would seem to be a herculean if not 

altogether impossible task, especially within a period of just five years after the end of 

hostilities. With the rise of an increasingly antagonistic Soviet Union seeking influence 

and control in eastern Europe and Asia, and the elimination of China as a potential 

bulwark for the West in the Far East, it became clear Japan would be key in preserving 

Western power in the Far East despite its recent aggression. Through coordination with 

Washington policy makers, Henry Luce, with his Time Inc. media empire, used his 

wildly popular publication Life to do just that and achieved the seemingly impossible by 

making the American public perceive Japan as a friend and ally. 

The content and structure of Life, and thus the wide audience it reached, provided 

Luce with the perfect platform to influence this change in perceptions. Readers enjoyed 

Life for its mix of informative and lighthearted content, pictures and insightful editorials, 

serial advertisements, and lifestyle commentary. And because of the attraction these 

sections of Life had for such a large audience, they could also be used by Luce to push an 

agenda. As this research shows, he skillfully used Life in convincing readers to change 

their perceptions toward the Japanese and embrace their recent enemy.  
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 To bring about this change, Life rehabilitated Hirohito’s image and transferred 

guilt from Hirohito to the Japanese militarists. Hirohito was no longer blamed for 

Japanese aggression and became an unthreatening family man Westernized and pliable to 

American government policy during the U.S. occupation of Japan. Similarly, the 

Japanese people as a whole were dissociated from Japan’s militarists and were promoted 

as regular people relatable and favorable towards Western culture and sensibilities. 

Further, the Japanese people were offered up as a people not only friendly to Americans 

but deserving of Christian sympathy, forgiveness, and charity. The result of this 

campaign can be seen through the reversal of attitudes by Americans toward the Japanese 

shown through polling and surveys between the end of the war and 1950.
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Chapter V. 

Conclusion 

In 1964, almost twenty years after the barbarous war between the U.S. and Japan, 

Henry Luce wrote an editorial in Life trumpeting the important relationship that now 

existed between Japan and the U.S. Praising the new paradigm, Luce wrote, “Today 

Japan and the U.S. are intricately linked by trade, defense policies and political systems – 

and are even having something of a cultural love affair.”102 This love affair did not grow 

organically. It was built through a premeditated campaign of persuasion by Luce from 

1945 to 1950. 

During World War Two, Henry Luce’s publications Life, Time, and Fortune, 

along with other major media outlets, demonized the Japanese through racist propaganda 

including crude cartoons, denigratory and dehumanizing language, and even applauding 

war crimes committed by American soldiers. Polling showed the effectiveness of this 

propaganda. Americans overwhelmingly hated and were distrustful of the Japanese 

people and their leaders at the war’s conclusion in 1945.  

But with new realities on the international stage facing the U.S. after victory in 

1945, Luce understood Japan would need to serve as a key ally for the U.S. against the 

spread of communism, so he set about using his Time, Inc. media empire to persuade 

Americans to soften their perceptions towards the Japanese people and the emperor. 
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Polling showed the remarkable effectiveness of this campaign. Within five years of the 

war’s conclusion, American opinions evolved from a seething hatred, to holding 

favorable enough opinions of the Japanese that they were ready to rearm the recent 

enemy and welcome them as a new ally in the fight against communism and open the 

doors of city halls across the U.S. to Japanese politicians. 

The tactics Luce used in Life to achieve this remarkable turnaround in the way 

Americans perceived the Japanese was comprised of a multifaceted approach waged 

through his Time Inc. media empire which by 1945 reached thirty million Americans 

each week. Luce as Editor-in-Chief always claimed responsibility for all of the content 

published in Time, Inc., and with this massive audience, he had the power to promote his 

personal agenda whether it was supporting the Republican party, combating communism, 

promoting Christianity, or American policy for the Far East. Luce himself wrote weekly 

editorials and published articles from outside contributors supporting these goals. In 

subsequent editions, Luce then curated and printed specific Letters to the Editors 

reinforcing his agenda.  

To persuade Americans to become friendly towards the Japanese, Luce focused 

on separating Hirohito from the militarists so he could be used as a puppet during the 

postwar occupation. This became official U.S. policy and Hirohito would serve as the 

unofficial head of state MacArthur would use to pacify and democratize Japan. As seen 

through the Letters to the Editors chosen by Luce to be published in Life, by 1950 

Americans no longer feared, and actually held a belittling, somewhat affectionate attitude 

towards Hirohito, previously the living deity unconditionally revered by the Japanese 

people and understood as the face of military aggression by Americans. 
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In order to change American opinions of the Japanese people as a whole, Luce 

used Life as the platform to successfully humanize the Japanese people in the minds of 

Americans after five years of dehumanizing them during the war. Through Life, Luce 

published articles and images making the previously mysterious and incomprehensible 

Japanese a people Americans could relate to, demystifying a culture foreign to the West. 

In the last year of the war, Life reported the Japanese people were being misled by their 

incompetent leaders and were thus duped into continuing to fight the brutal war and gave 

readers the notion that the Japanese people were perhaps not as brutal as previously 

reported. 

Additional reporting in Life at the very end of the war continued to tell readers 

how the Japanese were more culturally aligned with Americans than perceived at the 

time. Life showed readers that many Japanese people enjoyed and appreciated American 

culture through their love of American sports like baseball and basketball, and their love 

of American theater and music. Through images published in Life, this relatability was 

further reinforced by showing American soldiers having romantic relationships with 

Japanese women, a notion previously taboo. Further, by showing Japanese women 

enthusiastically taking advantage of their new democratic system by voting for the first 

time, Americans were being shown that this foreign culture now embraced one of 

Americans proudest ideals, democracy.  

To further persuade Americans to embrace the Japanese, Luce used another 

powerful American ideal, Christianity. Luce, a fervent Christian, established himself 

along with other elite opinion makers including Douglas MacArthur and John Foster 

Dulles, as good Christian men whose policies could be trusted as adhering to the tenets of 
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Christianity. Luce used Life to show that Japan, while overwhelmingly Shinto, had a 

history of Christians who were prosecuted for their faith, and a modern Christian 

movement, while still in its infancy in Japan, held the promise of rapid growth under the 

auspices of a Christian leader like MacArthur. 

Americans were able to relate to this notion of persecuted Japanese Christians and 

the additional opportunity for the spread of Christianity in Japan. Luce, through frequent 

proselytizing in Life editorials, burnished his persona as a Christian leader and then asked 

Americans to practice the basic tenets of their faith towards the Japanese:  forgiveness, 

repentance, and charity. 

Luce, through Life, also exploited Americans at an emotional level in order to 

persuade them to embrace their recent enemies. Unaware of the existence of the atomic 

bomb when it was dropped on Japan in August 1945, the death and destruction it caused 

in Hiroshima and Nagasaki was wholly unimaginable to Americans and the entire world. 

Luce published frequent images and reports of the massive destruction to infrastructure 

the bombs caused along with the radiation burns, genetic mutations, and birth defects that 

resulted. These hideous symptoms found in those that survived the initial blast, along 

with the subsequent starvation and orphaned children, were the basis Luce used to appeal 

to American readers’ sense of guilt for using such a destructive weapon of war and 

sympathy for the death and lasting effects it caused. 

In 1945 it seemed inconceivable that Americans would grow to embrace their 

recent enemy, the Japanese, and even more farfetched that enough trust could form for 

Americans to not only feel friendly towards the Japanese but be in favor of rebuilding a 

Japanese army. Despite these contradictory notions, over the course of five years 
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following the war, polling and surveys revealed this remarkable reversal in American 

perceptions toward the Japanese. This research shows that when the head of a major 

media company has the proper motivation, it is possible to change a nation’s perceptions 

enough that they can be convinced to embrace a detested recent enemy in a very brief 

period of time.
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