
 

 

The Japanese occupation in South-East Asia had a profound social, political and economic 
impact for both civilians and society in the occupied territories.  In theory the occupation 
aimed to remove western influence and colonialism, formed through nationalist sentiment. 
It did also foster the growth of nationalism and increased a drive for independence in some 
countries. However, the occupation of many occupied territories was defined by the 
exploitation of region, control, maltreatment, and racial superiority. This was reinforced by 
the diminishment in the standards of living and large amounts of poverty and inflation that 
was created. 
 

The most resounding positive implication of Japanese occupation of South-East Asia was its 
impact on the social sector. The ardent passion of the Japanese to free South-East Asia of 
Western influences inspired nationalist feeling throughout many of the occupied territories 
themselves. This was achieved by an eradication of Western culture, through ‘Japanisation’, 
which became a focus of the Japanese occupiers as they believed “the region had been 
stifled for a century by the greed and exploitation of the Europeans and Americans” 
(Pollock). As such, “there was a determined effort to wipe out all Western Influence” (Zich), 
British/US music and films were outlawed and were replaced by Japanese/Chinese or native 
versions. In school, Japanese became the second language as Japanese history and 
literature was introduced into the curriculum. However, this ‘Japanisation’ of the occupied 
territories, was cleverly disguised by the actions to remove Western influence, and created 
a heightened sense of nationalism. Through such changes, a social vacuum occurred which 
allowed for the ability of upward social mobility, with the Indonesians filling middle-ranking 
positions. Therefore, the removal of Western culture and drastic social changes heightened 
the sense of nationalism, displaying some of the positive social impacts of the Japanese 
occupation. 
 

However the Japanese occupation of South-East Asia, in reality was liberation from one 
colonial power to another, having predominantly negative social impacts for the civilians. 
The harsh treatment of civilians led to the creation of a fearful society with further social 
repercussions. The Thai-Burma railway, for example, was used to exercise an autocratic 
chokehold which saw an estimated 200 000 deaths, many of them being POWs. Civilian 
maltreatment was rife throughout occupation, with numerous atrocities being committed, 
such as the implementation of ‘comfort women’, which saw the daily raping of over 200 000 
women who had been forced into prostitution. As historian Yokota states, “the pompous 
English were replaced by the rough, vulgar Japanese. Simply a change from bad to worse”. 
Authoritarian control of the economy and society saw a Japanese dominance over 
communications, finance, trade, industry and food, leading to a decrease in standards of 
living and ethical degradation. Censorship was enforced through radio and identification 
cards as complete control over locals by forces were introduced. Dr Mook contends; “it 
meant poverty, poverty, poverty for all but a few henchmen of the Japanese”. A promised 
beneficial purge of the Western influences by the Japanese eventually resulted in more 
harsh social conditions for the occupied territories. 
The Japanese occupation of many South-East Asian territories was a catalyst in the growth 
of political nationalism. Prior to the conflict, there was an increased drive for independence 
and the removal of Western colonialism. Initially, the Japanese occupation was politically 
oppressive, as “in the conquered areas, the Japanese banned all political parties” (Zich). 
Consequently, the press became heavily censored, with Western news banned. Hereby, the 



 

 

Japanese essentially had overwhelming political control over the occupied civil populations, 
without their consent or best intentions in mind. As the occupied populations were pushed 
together by harsh political treatment, there was a rise in guerrilla groups, notably the 
Hukbalahaps (Peoples Anti-Japanese army). The ‘Huks’ sabotaged and captured Japanese 
outposts and encouraged social revolution. It may be argued that due to the occupation, the 
promotion for greater independence and decolonisation occurred. This was the case in 
Indochina in the removal of white supremacy and Japanese fascism, namely through Ho Chi 
Minh and the Vietminh with support from USA and China. Similarly in Burma and the Dutch 
East Indies, nationalist sentiment and independent thought emerged. Occupied territories 
under Japanese influence changed dramatically in a political sense throughout the course of 
the war.  
 

Many South-East Asian economies throughout the course of the war suffered heavily as the 
Japanese took dominance and complete control. Upon acquisition, the occupied territories 
throughout South-East Asia became tools of resource to fuel the ever-hungry Japanese war 
machine with “absolute priority, no matter what the cost to the region’s economic structure 
and standards of living” (W.G. Beasley). In the Philippines, sugar fields were changed to 
grow cotton, decreasing trade in conjunction with a rise in unemployment and poverty. In 
Indochina, rice plantations were transformed to grow Jute, to aid the creation of Japanese 
soldiers uniforms, again resulting in food shortages. Further, Western financial institutions 
were removed and replaced by the Southern Region Development Bank, instituting 
exchange rates and import prices that deliberately benefitted the Japanese Yen. 
Hyperinflation ensued throughout the occupied territories, with Tokyo commissioning wage 
rate cuts of up to 50% adding further economic pressure. Huge amounts of people were 
living in absolute poverty, with little access to food or resources, and “South-East Asians 
were soon calling it the Co-Poverty Sphere” (Zich). As the South-East Asian economies went 
into great decline, it displayed the profoundly negative impact the Japanese occupation had 
on these territories.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


