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Review by Danny Orbach, Hebrew University of Jerusalem 

ric Esselstrom’s article is a first-rate historical study. Esselstrom picked a fascinating, even sensational 
event, the abduction of the Japanese activist Kaji Wataru by U.S. intelligence agents in November 
1951. He then uses this sensational story to shed light on an important historical junction at the onset 

of the Cold War. The story of Kaji Wataru, a Japanese socialist who defected from his country, crossed the 
lines and joined the Chinese National Government, only to be accused by the Americans of being a Soviet 
spy, interacts with numerous other processes, such as the tensions between Japan and the United States, and 
within Japanese Society, at the twilight of the occupation and the beginning of the controversial military 
alliance between the two countries. These tensions, Esselstrom shows, were escalated by enduring residual 
fears from the time of the Pacific War, as well as by the development of the early Cold War.     

In November 1951, Kaji was abducted by American intelligence agents, and held in captivity for more than 
one year. He was not released even after the end of the occupation, a blatant violation of newly restored 
Japanese sovereignty. Using American and Japanese archival materials, Esselstrom tells the fascinating story of 
the abduction in great detail, focusing on the contradictory versions of Kaji and his captors. According to the 
version of the U.S. Embassy, Kaji was abducted because he was a spy, and was held for ‘humanitarian reasons’ 
(165). In fact, he wanted to remain in captivity, in order to hide from other Communists who deemed him a 
traitor. Kaji, by contrast, presented himself as a freedom fighter imprisoned by brutal occupiers, only because 
he held to his socialist principles and refused to kowtow to U.S. political agenda. According to Esselstrom, 
this discord went back to Kaji’s wartime activity. A socialist defector, he crossed the lines to free China, and 
worked for the Guomindang authorities as a propagandist. He was ready to, and did, cooperate with the 
Americans, but negotiations between the sides broke down over Kaji’s condition of parity. While the 
Americans saw him as a mere agent, he saw himself as a political ally of the United States, an equal partner in 
the historical task of democratizing Japan. The discord between Kaji and the U.S. Office of Strategic Services 
(OSS) in the last months of the war, according to Esselstrom, was the basis for the abduction crisis six years 
later. 
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A great part of the article is devoted to a careful investigation of two lingering questions: Was Kaji a Soviet 
Spy? Was he held against his will? Esselstrom juxtaposes dozens of Japanese and American documents, 
testimonies, and memoirs, including highly-classified CIA documents released by a Freedom of Information 
Act (FOIA) appeal. The author conclusion’s is that Kaji never spied for the Soviet Union, and was held 
against his will by the Americans. In other words, Esselstrom proves, almost without doubt, that the Japanese 
activist’s version was correct, while the story concocted by the U.S. embassy was fallacious.  

The reader can find the full details of the investigation in the article, but here I would like to emphasize 
several important discoveries. First, the U.S. intelligence unit that abducted Kaji, did so without orders from 
above. They kidnapped him to extract some information on Japanese socialist circles. After they discovered he 
knew very little, they could not decide what to do with him, and how to release him quietly without creating 
a public scandal (ironically, Kaji was released only after such a scandal actually broke out). This indicates that 
the U.S. intelligence apparatus, at least during the occupation of Japan, was much more unruly and much less 
ordered that many believe.  

Another related issue, is the way in which the higher echelons covered up the misdeeds of the rouge unit. 
They did so to protect not only the image of U.S. occupation authorities, but also the stability of the Japanese 
cabinet. Indeed, as the CIA documents exposed here indicate, U.S. intelligence officials were afraid that if 
Kaji’s version were accepted, the cabinet of Yoshida Shigeru might collapse. Therefore, they worked hard not 
only to justify U.S. behavior, but also to defame and tarnish Kaji’s image with false stories on his (non-
existent) Soviet connections. Finally, and in my opinion the most interesting point of all, Esselstrom proves 
that the Japanese government fully colluded with the Americans to explain away the entire affair. That may 
shed important light on the relations between American occupation authorities and postwar Japan’s 
conservative establishment in that crucial point of time.  

In the last section of his article, Esselstrom attempts to draw wider conclusions on the development of U.S.-
Japan relations at the onset of the Cold War. First, he corrects the common thesis of the ‘reverse course.’ 
According to this oft-repeated interpretation, U.S. occupation authorities changed their political orientation 
midway during the occupation. Until 1947, they hoped to use the Japanese left as a counterweight to the 
remaining segments of the prewar conservative establishment. After that year, however, their position changed 
along with the escalation of the early Cold War. The Chinese Civil War, the Chinese Communist Party’s 
victory in 1949, and especially the outbreak of the Korean War in 1950, recalibrated the map of political 
alignments. As the Communists were now the enemy, U.S. occupation authorities rehabilitated parts of the 
prewar elite and concluded an enduring alliance with Japanese conservatives. Esselstrom shows that the 
change was very gradual, and the ‘reverse course’ in 1947 was not as abrupt as is usually claimed. While 
during the war the U.S. Army tended to see Japanese leftists as allies, suspicion and surveillance towards 
people such as Kaji Wataru could be traced to the waning days of the war. Esselstrom’s second conclusion, 
about the use of the incident by Japanese left-wing intellectuals, would not really surprise anyone who studied 
the period. Finally, the short postscript about the possible implications for contemporary debates on U.S. 
espionage and surveillance is somewhat underdeveloped. One may hope that Esselstrom will write more about 
that subject in a future work. 
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lecturer for East Asian studies and general history in the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. As an historian, 
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