
 

 

Like any theatre of war, the impact of the Pacific War was not exclusive to the battleground. 
Between December 1941 and August 1945, both Australia and Japan experienced total war to 
sustain the war efforts, and as a result, significant political, economic and social changes took place 
on their home fronts. Whilst both countries were immensely affected by total war, the severity of 
the impact on the Japanese home front was drastically more significant. 

 
Implementing total war required capable Australian and Japanese governments to organise home 
fronts, resulting in them becoming more authoritarian with their control. After the failure of 
democracy in Japan in the 1930s, the National Mobilisation Bill was passed in 1938, favouring a 
more militaristic government with control over industry, labour and the press. In 1940, all political 
parties, trade unions and other public organisations were combined into the Imperial Rule 
Association, having the single aim of supporting the war effort. The Emperor also had significant 
power over government, as “his approval was always sought before any initiative was taken” 
(Pollock). In contrast, Australia was not so prepared for the Pacific War, with her best troops in the 
Middle East and an army of around 3000 volunteers, alongside an economy that was not equipped 
to sustain a war. Australia’s introduction of the National Security Act in 1939 overcame these 
problems, increasing governmental control and achieving cohesion, “in order to achieve defence 
requirements” (Curtin). Despite their differences, the impact of the Pacific War had far-reaching 
political implications for both Australia and Japan. 

      
As a repercussion of the Pacific War, the economies of Japan and Australia were both subsequently 
altered during the war. However the Japanese economy, which promoted expansion, significantly 
disintegrated over time as it relied on the external success of its Pacific campaign. Imports were 
strictly limited and consumer goods became scarce. Wartime industries such as munitions, aircraft 
production and shipbuilding took precedence, neglecting much of the population who suffered from 
starvation. Without reinforced shipping routes, the US sunk Japanese supply ships. Even though they 
gained access to raw materials in South-East Asia, the lack of cooperation between firms meant that 
these resources were never effectively used. These economic problems were worsened by American 
bombing campaigns “as daily bombing raids disrupted her cities and destroyed her factories” 
(Morales). In contrast, despite Australia’s economy being initially unprepared to sustain total war, 
BHP General Manager Essington Lewis was appointed to organise a war economy which would be 
fed by Australian resources. By 1941, Australia’s munitions industry was booming, the federal 
government controlled tax and the economy was mostly self-sufficient. Historian Lewis states that 
over time, “the war was a huge boom to the Australian economy” . Both Japan and Australia faced 
economic obstacles, but due to relative national security, Australia’s economy was able to sustain 
total war. 

 
Japanese and Australian society was impacted due to the ramifications of the Pacific War. Both 
governments implemented harsh censorship and propaganda to boost morale, and the role of 
women began to change, as countries realised the need for larger workforces. Japan had full control 
over its media since the passing of the National Mobilisation Bill. They used this control to cover up 
military failures, such as the Battle of Midway, quash the fear of invasion and instill hatred of the 
enemy. Similarly in Australia, the Department of Information maintained mass media censorship, 
with events such as the Darwin bombings being covered up so they could preserve public support. 
“Australians were more severely censored than they ever had been since the early convict days” 
(Ward). In 1941, Australia created the Australian Women’s Army Service, allowing a more direct 
involvement of women in the war. This was shortly followed by the Manpower Commission of 1942, 
which saw the rise of women working in factories from 147 000 in 1939 to 230 000 in 1943 (Bell), 
with continuing equality and respect for women increasing significantly. However, Japanese women 
did not receive as many opportunities and freedom, with women being seen as a way to increase 
productivity. Their civil liberties were ignored, wages were too low to support inflated cost of living 



 

 

and factory conditions were unhygienic. Both home fronts experienced many changes to society due 
to the war, with some having a lasting impact even after the war.  

   
To manage economic instability and maximise resources during total war, the home fronts of 
Australia and Japan both experienced severe rationing and restrictions. However, with an already 
strained economy, rationing and restrictions in Japan were much more devastating. As a result of 
trade embargoes, supply sabotage and the multitudes of conscripted farmers, Japan implemented 
rationing of rice, sugar and most products in 1940. This caused inflation to rise and an illegal black 
market was formed, with a 1944 Tokyo survey showing that 69% of civilians relied on the black 
market for their vegetables. Japan “became a police state” (Spectre), with police being allowed to 
investigate and imprison anyone they chose just for expressing non-conformist views. The military 
police, Kempetai, waged a campaign of terror to keep populace support of the military effort. 
Australia introduced rationing of most goods in 1942, due to a drought in 1940, shortage of 
agricultural farmers and the threat of a Japanese submarine attack. Most luxuries were limited and 
citizens were encouraged to lend money to the government for the war effort through purchasing 
bonds called ‘Victory Loans’. The government also implemented the ‘Dig for Victory’ campaign in 
1942, which encouraged personal produce. For both nations, rationing and restrictions became a 
hugely significant aspect of society, although the Japanese home front suffered far more greatly. 

 

 


