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Unit Size Symbol Guide

I I I
Regiment

XXX
District Army

XXXX
Army

XXXXX
Army Group, Front,
or Military District

I I
Battalion

I
Company/
Battery

X
Brigade

XX
Division

China culminated in the outright 
invasion of that country in 1937. The 
“China Incident,” as it was called 
by Tokyo, brought more Japanese 
armed forces to mainland Asia. 

Those moves didn’t escape the 
attention of Stalin, who saw a strong 
Japanese military presence on the 
Asian mainland as a potentially serious 
threat to Soviet interests. Accordingly, 
he began providing support to Chiang 
Kai-shek’s Nationalist Chinese regime, 
mostly in the form of weapons and 
advisors for its armed forces. 

  That clash of great power interests 
in China, and across the Far East in 
general, caused Tokyo to consider 
launching a war against the Soviet 
Union. Of course, that wasn’t a step 

Japan had fought two wars in the 
early 20th century in the Far East. The 
fi rst was the Russo-Japanese War of 
1904-05. The second was their inter-
vention in the Russian Civil War from 
1918 to 1922. The Japanese emerged 
victorious in the fi rst war, establishing 
themselves as a modern power. During 
the Russian Civil War the Japanese 
landed an expeditionary force in 
eastern Siberia, temporarily seizing 
considerable territory but then with-
drawing in the face of increasing oppo-
sition from the nascent Soviet state. 

In 1931 the Japanese overran 
and annexed Manchuria, renamed 
it Manchukuo (Manchurian State), 
and set it up as a colony. Farther 
south, Japanese intervention in 

Struggle for the Far East 

   O ne of the great what-ifs of 
World War II was the idea 
of Japan attacking the 

Soviet Union in 1941 rather than 
striking against the Western powers 
in the Pacifi c and South Asia. Such 
an attack would’ve radically changed 
the course of not only World War II 
across the Asia-Pacifi c region, but that 
of the entirety of history since then. 
Historically the Japanese decided to 
launch their “Southern Operation” 
on 7 December 1941, conquering 
Southeast Asia and the Dutch East 
Indies, as well as moving into the 
Central and South Pacifi c, but they 
could’ve launched an attack into 
the Soviet Union—to strike north. 

to be taken lightly, for the USSR was 
a land power that stretched from the 
Pacifi c to Eastern Europe. The Red 
Army, while a largely unquantifi ed 
factor to the Japanese during the 
1930s, was nonetheless known to be 
able to deploy large numbers of tanks, 
artillery and aircraft. With much of 
the Imperial Japanese Army (IJA) 

Strike North:
Japan vs. the Soviet Union, 1941
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Japanese tanks and infantry making a combined arms attack in China.

A unit of the Japanese expeditionary force in Soviet territory during the Russian Civil War.
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increasingly tied down in China, there 
was the question of concentrating 
suffi cient force in Manchukuo in 
the event of war with the USSR.

As it was, experience from 
prior wars, against both czarist and 
Bolshevik Russians, had demonstrated 
the IJA could beat them. While the 
Red Army was large, its performance 
during the Russian Civil War didn’t 
impress the Japanese. The Japanese 
also believed the communist system 
had, since the end of the Russian Civil 
War, only worked to further debilitate 
Russian military capabilities—an 
assumption that seemed further 
borne out by Stalin’s purges 

Those within the Japanese military 
who advocated war against the Soviets 
became known as the “Strike North” 
faction. Their objective was to secure 
Japan’s mastery of East Asia as well as 
removing the threat of communism. 

That view was in turn linked to a more 
general belief in Japan’s destiny as 
an imperial power that would bring 
the rule of their divine emperor to 
the other peoples of the world. 

The Japanese developed their fi rst 
plan for a war with the USSR in 1934, 
and it called for a 24-division attack. 
Taking the offensive was vital in that 
the Japanese needed to win before 
the Red Army could fully mobilize. 
The operation was to be executed in 
two phases. In the fi rst the IJA would 
attack northeast out of Manchukuo. 
Fast-moving columns were to cut the 
Trans-Siberian Railroad and isolate 
the vital Soviet seaport of Vladivostok, 
which would then presumably fall to 
a combined ground-naval attack.

In the second phase the IJA would 
move west to consolidate around 
Lake Baikal. From that position the 
Japanese would be able to hold off 

blitzkrieg swept across Europe, then, the 
Soviets had to frantically back-peddle in an 
effort to recreate large armored formations. 

Those recreated mechanized corps were 
each to be comprised one motorized rifl e 
and two tank divisions plus support units. 
Throughout the fi rst half of 1941, however, the 
organizational situation remained chaotic. Units 
lacked their authorized numbers of tanks; trucks 
were in particularly short supply; many vehicles 
were in need of major repair, and combined 
arms training was almost non-existent. 
During the opening rounds of Barbarossa, 
most of the mechanized corps simply fell 
apart upon encountering the Germans. 

There were two Red Army air forces. 
One performed the usual tactical operations, 
and the other was dedicated to air defense, 
commanding both interceptor aircraft 
and anti-aircraft artillery formations. 

Moscow maintained a large security ser-
vice in the form of the NKVD (known by various 
acronyms as it went through reorganizations). 
The NKVD was responsible for the secret 
police, intelligence operations, subversion, bor-
der security and labor camps. It also maintained 
combat formations that were useful in the fi eld 
as well as in balancing off the power of the 
regular army, which Stalin never fully trusted. 

Outer Mongolia was the world’s only other 
communist state at the time, and fully a Soviet 
satellite. The Soviets set it up with a small 
army, including cavalry divisions and armored 
cars. It was units from the Mongolian Army 
that precipitated the border clash in May 1939 
that led to the Nomonhan campaign. (Whether 

The Military Balance 
in the Far East

Soviets

The major peacetime organization for 
the Red Army were the Military Districts, 
which were geographically based to 
facilitate training and logistics. When 
war broke out they were converted into 
“fronts,” each roughly equivalent to a 
Western army group. The Military District 
facing Manchukuo was the Far Eastern, 
with the Trans-Baikal farther west. 

The Red Army deployed a considerable 
number of divisions in the Far East, but 
that on-paper order of battle can be 
deceiving. Many of those divisions were 
understrength, lacked equipment, and were 
poorly supported in terms of logistics. Units 
were often commanded by offi cers several 
grades below the table of organization 
requirements. For example, a major might 
be in charge of a division. That was due 
in part to Stalin’s purge of the offi cer 
corps, but also to the larger personnel 
shortages created by the rapid expansion 
of the Red Army that began in 1938. 

While the Red Army had created 
mechanized corps in the mid-1930s, they 
were dissolved to create separate tank 
and mechanized brigades following 
reports brought back by Soviet advisors 
in the Spanish Civil War concerning the 
near-impossibility of successfully managing 
such large units. When the German 

that was begun as an accidental clash, or one 
surreptitiously ordered by Stalin in order to 
determine Japanese capabilities in relation 
to his larger strategy, remains unknown.)

Japanese

 Japanese land forces in Manchukuo were 
under the command of the Kwantung Army. It 
was the equivalent of a Western army group, 
controlling several armies, though Japanese 
organization tended to be fl exible in that regard. 
A Japanese army might consist of anywhere 
from one to half-a-dozen divisions, reinforced 
with varying numbers of artillery, engineer 
and support units, depending on the mission. 

There were two general divisional 
organizations, “square” and “triangular,” with 
four and three regiments respectively. They 
also had, when at full strength, considerable 
manpower, often twice as much as their Soviet 
counterparts in the fi eld. That’s something to 
be considered when comparing the numbers 
of “divisions” in both sides’ orders of battle. 
Additionally, Japanese divisions could be 
reinforced with tank units when they went 
over to the offensive. Organization was 
fl exible, with both doctrine and established 
practice allowing for detached task forces 
operating independently in mobile situations. 

In the 1930s the Kwantung Army was 
considered a prestigious assignment for 
offi cers, though its strength would be depleted 
after 1941 by the steady transfer of its better 
units to other theaters. Its offi cers also 
had a reputation for taking action without 

fi rst getting the permission of Imperial 
General Headquarters (IGHQ) in Tokyo. 
The Nomonhan Incident was one result, 
in which Kwantung Army headquarters, 
among other things, launched air raids 
against Soviet bases in Mongolia on its own 
initiative. That was due to the widespread 
acceptance of the idea of gekokujo (the 
low overthrows the high), by which lower-
ranking offi cers simply took actions they 
believed necessary for the national interest. 

The Japanese recruited some units 
among the Manchurians. They were under 
the supposed command of the Manchukuo 
state, while actually taking orders from 
Kwantung Army. The Manchukuoan 
military was an internal security force, 
consisting of infantry and cavalry brigades 
plus a small imperial guard for Emperor 
Henry Puyi. There was also a small air 
force. Kwantung Army and Manchukuoan 
units had some combat experience from 
crushing various anti-Japanese guerrilla 
movements during the 1930s, some of 
which had been supported by Moscow.

Also under Kwantung Army control 
was the Mengjiang National Army (MNA). 
Mengjiang was the Inner Mongolian 
state set up by the Japanese after they 
conquered that region. The MNA had 
several small cavalry divisions. The 
Japanese generally kept those formations 
poorly equipped, as their loyalty was 
suspect. There was also a “Garrison 
Army,” made up of a few Japanese units 
stationed in Inner Mongolia.     ★
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aircraft, and the IJA and IJN (Imperial 
Japanese Navy) air services expanded, 
the plan appeared more feasible. 

As for ending the war, one pos-
sibility lay in gaining the support of 
the White Russians, anti-communists 
who had maintained a presence in 
Manchuria and points east after the 
civil war. Japanese intelligence would 
work with them as a “Fifth Column” to 
subvert the USSR from within and then 
set up a “Far Eastern Russian Republic” 
that would be subservient to Tokyo. 

A similar strategy was having 
some success in China, where the 
Japanese gained allies among dissident 
warlords while also establishing 
client governments in Manchukuo 
and Inner Mongolia (Mengjiang). 
Together those puppet states cre-
ated a broader Japanese front on the 
mainland, providing local armed 
forces and giving credence to the 
propaganda that Tokyo was fi ghting 
for pan-Asian interests under impe-
rial auspices. While in retrospect the 
White Russians lacked much in the 
way of political strength or military 
potential in the 1930s, the limited 
amount of intelligence information 
then available about the USSR made 
them appear to be a realistic option. 

Events in Europe also had impact. 
Throughout the late 1930s Tokyo 
moved closer to Berlin, as both 

The Nomonhan/Khalkin-Gol Campaign

A factual basis for evaluating the combat performance of the IJA 
versus the Red Army was provided by the Nomonhan/Khalkin-Gol 
campaign of May to September 1939. It started with a skirmish 
between units of the Japanese Kwantung Army and the Red Army 
on the remote Manchukuoan-Outer Mongolian frontier. It was 
termed the “Nomonhan Incident” by the Japanese (after a nearby 
village), and Khalkin-Gol by the Soviets (for a small border river). 

After several months of fi ghting, the Soviets won a victory via 
a mechanized offensive. The incident concluded with a ceasefi re 
agreement between Moscow and Tokyo, signed on 15 September. 
On the surface the outcome seemed to demonstrate the superiority 
of Soviet tank and artillery formations over those of the Japanese.

There are, however, several important caveats to that conclusion. 
One is in the correlation of forces. During their fi nal August attack, 
the Soviets deployed a total of fi ve tank and mechanized brigades 
and three rifl e divisions, along with several other non-divisional 
units. The Japanese force, at its largest, amounted to about two 
infantry divisions. A Japanese tank brigade was deployed at one 
time in the campaign, but their high command pulled it out to 
preserve its cadre for use in forming new armored divisions. 

The Soviets had a considerable (and unusual) logistical 
advantage at Khalkin-Gol. For one thing, they employed a spur 
rail line that connected to the Trans-Siberian Railroad to improve 
their supply capabilities. They also used a fl eet of trucks to 
move supplies and men from their railhead to the front. 

The Japanese were operating at a considerable distance 
from their own railhead at Hailar, while lacking suffi cient 
trucks. That limited their buildup of supplies, especially artillery 
ammunition. It also made diffi cult their reinforcement of the 
battle. The Japanese actually moved several more divisions 
into position to launch a counteroffensive late in the campaign, 
but they never got into action due to the ceasefi re. 

In contrast, the Japanese situation in eastern Manchuria was 
much better. There the rail system ran right up to the Soviet frontier, 
and its confi guration gave the Japanese the advantage of central posi-
tion. That meant they could speedily concentrate large forces at par-
ticular points, unlike at Nomonhan. On the other side of that frontier 
the Soviet rail system was vulnerable in that there the Trans-Siberian 
Railroad ran near the north side of the Manchukuoan border for a 
long stretch. The Japanese could’ve cut it via raids and air attack. 

Further, at Nomonhan the Japanese committed their reinforce-
ments piecemeal. For the opening phase of the campaign they 
used elements of only one division. In July they added elements of 
another division plus a tank brigade, and then still later they also 
reinforced with artillery. By August they had still more artillery and 
infantry, but they then pulled out their tanks. Had all that combat 
power been concentrated at once, it likely could’ve been decisive. 
As it was, the piecemeal commitment allowed the Japanese to 
launch several offensives that, while initially successful, were 
each small enough to be stopped by Soviet counterattacks. 

Another interesting fact is the Japanese were always outnum-
bered, yet they attacked, gained ground, and then also continued to 
fi ercely contest the Red Army even when the larger tide turned. Much 
of that can be attributed to superior Japanese leadership, training and 
morale—though those factors weren’t enough to give them a victory. 

At Nomonhan it was the Soviets who had superior 
higher-level leadership. Stalin placed in charge the man who was 
arguably the USSR’s most capable commander, Gen. Georgi K. 
Zhukov, and effectively gave him carte blanche. Zhukov built 
up his ground formations, airpower and logistics, engaged 
in thorough planning, and ran a skillful deception operation. 
Only when he had overall superiority did he go over to the 
offensive. All that effort paid off with victory in late August. 

That brings up the issue of who would’ve led a Japanese invasion 
of the USSR. Lt. Gen.   Tomoyuki Yamashita, historically the mastermind 
of the 1941-42 Malayan campaign, would’ve been a likely candidate. 
He and his staff put together a plan that coordinated ground and 
airpower, as well as logistics, to sweep the Malay peninsula and 
take the British fortress-city of Singapore. He also personally 
negotiated IJN cooperation for amphibious support and to keep at 
bay the Royal Navy. A similar approach for the proposed invasion of 
the USSR might’ve been decisive in producing a Japanese victory.

Yet another point to consider is the time element. The Soviets 
had several weeks in which to plan their fi nal Khalkin-Gol offensive 
and build up forces for it. A Japanese attack on the USSR—moving 
fast and hitting hard as they did historically in the offensives 
actually launched by them in the Pacifi c starting in December 
1941—certainly would’ve disrupted that kind of Red Army planning. 

Finally, there is the Zhukov factor. Given the German invasion 
of the USSR, which began on 22 June 1941, it’s likely Stalin 
would’ve transferred him west. So he would’ve been unavailable 
for a major new war with Japan in the Far East. Ultimately, 
then, it may well have come down to the human dimension: 
the quality of leadership available to each side.     ★

the war to a conclusion. Presumably, 
seizing large amounts of Soviet 
territory would force Moscow to the 
bargaining table and Tokyo could then 
get an agreement allowing it to keep its 
gains. The ever-growing confl ict with 
China showed, however, that it was far 
easier to start a war on mainland Asia 
than it was to bring one to an end. 

The Japanese revised their plans 
for war with the USSR throughout the 
rest of the 1930s. That mainly involved 
changing the location of the primary 
axes of advance and the positions 
of the phase lines within them. As 
Japanese industry turned out more 

Soviet counteroffensives and, even 
if they had to fall back, they would 
have plenty of room to maneuver. 

The plan seemed feasible, but there 
were fl aws in it. First, it required the 
Japanese Army and Navy air forces to 
immediately seize and then maintain 
air superiority. In the mid-1930s, 
however, those services lacked suf-
fi cient numbers of aircraft to make that 
work. Further, another major concern 
was Soviet long-range bombers would 
still be able to strike cities in the 
home islands even if they were denied 
basing on the USSR’s Pacifi c coast. 

Another dilemma was how to bring 
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A Japanese heavy machinegun going into action at Nomonhan.
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