The Significance of Combat History Research and Its
Future Direction: A Perspective from an Officer-Scholar

of the Japan Ground Self-Defense Force
SAITOU Tatsushi

Abstract

This short paper presents the author’s reflections as an officer of the Japan Ground
Self-Defense Force (GSDF) engaged in military history research. Based on the author’s
lived experience, it explores why combat history should be studied, the significance of
such study, and how and with what points of emphasis it ought to be studied going forward.

Combat lies at the foundation underpinning war as a phenomenon. When examining
war, it is essential not only to look at the structure of war itself—important though that
is—but also to develop a firm understanding of its foundations before attempting to grasp
the whole. For military personnel directly involved in war (including members of the
GSDF), and particularly for officers, there is clear significance in researching the founda-
tional aspects of war, especially combat history, given the unique environment of warfare
and their responsibilities in planning and conducting military operations.

Conversely, studying combat history also means immersing oneself in the past and
probing the very core of war. By doing so, one gains a broader understanding of the
surrounding context in a given era. For military professionals (including Self-Defense
Force personnel and civilian researchers), such research also yields both specialized
expertise and a form of vicarious experience.

On the other hand, issues have been raised regarding the treatment of combat history
as the subject of academic research. First, a degree of military expertise is necessary in
order to understand combat history. Second is the problem of extracting lessons in an
arbitrary manner. Third is the fact that war histories themselves are often compiled through
a filter shaped by the needs and preferences of the military. For these reasons, debate has
long centered on whether combat history should be a technique intended to serve military
education, or whether it should aspire to be a scholarly discipline in the field of history.
This paper argues that combat history ought to pursue the latter as a field of scholarship.
To that end, it is necessary to study combat history from an empirical and neutral stand-
point after gaining a thorough understanding of the overall character of war, while bearing
in mind that one must possess specialized knowledge of military affairs, refrain from
drawing facile lessons, and ensure that war records remain faithful to historical fact.
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Reviewing a Decade of Second Sino-Japanese
War Studies in Japan
FUJII Motohiro

Abstract

This paper reviews the body of scholarship on the history of the Second Sino-Japanese
War that has accumulated in Japan mainly since the 2010s, and considers the future
direction of research in the field. Since the 2000s, Japanese scholarship on the Second
Sino-Japanese War have made significant progress. Two major developments account
for this advancement: (1) the growth of research methodologies based on multi-perspec-
tival approaches and sources using prior studies and historical materials from mainland
China, Taiwan, and Western countries; and (2) the expansion of scholarship based on
new perspectives, including society, international relations, military affairs, and
information.

These developments have led to an increase in studies addressing themes that
previous studies—long centered on Sino-Japanese relations and Japan’s conduct of the
war—had tended to overlook. For example, research on China’s wartime mobilization
and conscription has become one of the leading trends in Japan today. Moreover, the two
developments have not only opened new fields of inquiry but have also substantially
updated earlier research on Japan’s China policy and Sino-Japanese relations since the
Manchurian Incident by incorporating new sources and perspectives.

From the above, this report analyzes these research trends and, taking into account
the current state of available sources, explores future directions for the field. Its primary
focus is on Japanese scholarship concerning the Second Sino-Japanese War. At the same
time, it also addresses, wherever possible, related topics judged to bear a direct
connection to the war, including Sino-Japanese relations from the 1930s to the 1940s,

postwar repatriation and settlement issues.
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Organizational Dynamics and Technological Innovation

from the Perspective of Military History: Examining

the Air Force Independence Debate in Prewar Japan
MATSUBARA Jikichiro

Abstract

This paper examines the challenges faced by military organizations amid the rapid
advancement of military technology in the course of military capability development,
using the issue of air force independence in the prewar Imperial Japanese Army and
Navy as a case study. During the formative period of aviation in the early 20th century
and through the experience of the First World War, both the Army and Navy came to
recognize the military value of aircraft. In the 1920s, a debate emerged from the Army
advocating the establishment of an independent air force. Proponents argued that under
conditions of limited resources, national defense could be carried out more economi-
cally through such independence. However, the Navy opposed that argument by citing
the distinct characteristics of naval aviation, and the issue was ultimately deferred. At
the time in the 1920s, the independence of air forces was not yet the global norm, and
the capabilities, expected roles, and scale of the Army and Navy’s air power remained
limited. These factors contributed significantly to the deferral. Even in the 1930s, when
European countries established independent air forces and Japan’s own air capabilities,
expected roles, and scale had expanded considerably, independence was still not realized.
A major reason was that the Army and Navy envisioned different theaters of war, and
the Navy retained firm control over the long-range bombers it regarded as a key asset for
future warfare. This case demonstrates to modern readers not only the importance of
integration at the strategic level, but also the significance of carefully determining which
service branch is best positioned to maximize the potential of emerging military technol-

ogies when they are introduced.
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The Process of Escalation in the Sino-Japanese War:
The Failure of Political Maneuvering and the

Causes of Prolonged Warfare, 1938-1940
IWATANI Nobu

Abstract

After the issuance of the First Konoe Statement in January 1938, the Imperial Japanese
Army initially adopted a policy of suspending offensive operations to focus on stabilizing
occupied territories. However, after yielding to requests from field commanders, it launched
the Xuzhou operation. In pursuit of the retreating main Chinese forces, the Army then
advanced to capture Wuhan While simultaneously seeking to occupy Guangzhou.

Even after the fall of Wuhan and Guangzhou, China refused to capitulate Japan’s
“operations-first doctrine” reached an impasse, leading to a gradual shift toward seeking a
resolution through political maneuvering. The initial plan was to establish and consolidate
apro-Japanese regime and then formalize diplomatic relations with it. However, the process
stalled due to difficulties such as selecting a suitable head of government.

The Army then singled out Wang Jingwei, hoping he could undermine the Chongqing
government. Yet, the military figures Wang relied upon failed to respond, and his auton-
omous peace movement ended in failure. Wang reluctantly assumed leadership of a new
regime under Japanese protection, but it failed to garner the anticipated level of popular
support.

Eventually, the Army concluded that a genuine resolution required peace with the
Chongqing government. Consequently, it pursued a dual approach: establishing and recog-
nizing the Wang Jingwei regime while simultaneously exploring peace maneuvers with
Chonggqing. As a result, effort to foster the Wang regime were neglected; Meanwhile the
“Kiri Maneuver” aimed at Chongqing was exposed as a Chinese counterplot and collapsed.

The failure of these negotiations forced the Army to prepare for prolonged warfare.
This imposed even heavier burdens on the Wang regime—the very entity Japan had
intended to cultivate—leading to further alienation of the public, deepening Japanese disap-

pointment, and ultimately the reduction of the Wang regime to a mere puppet government.
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