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SUSAN L. CARRUTHERS, The Good Occupation: American Soldiers and
the Hazards of Peace (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
2016), 386 pp. ISBN 978 0 674 54570 0. £22.95

American policymakers generally tend to avoid speaking of military
occupation, preferring instead to use the language of liberation or
regime change to describe the activities of their military abroad.
When they do talk of occupation, they usually like to present the
United States as an exceptionally able and altruistic occupier. In such
discourses, the American occupations of Germany and Japan after
the Second World War have often featured prominently as particu-
larly successful examples that demonstrate the American capacity to
effect democratic transformation through benign military govern-
ment. Such familiar narratives acquired a special urgency during the
occupation of Iraq in 2003, when the Bush administration often
referred to the occupations of Germany and Japan as model occupa-
tions to be emulated in the Middle East. As Susan Carruthers
recounts in this fascinating book, it is therefore not surprising that a
New York University law professor tasked with helping draft Iraq’s
novel constitution should have observed on his flight to Baghdad
that seemingly everyone was reading books about the post-war occu-
pation of Japan.

One would have wished that those very same passengers had
been able to read Carruthers’s lucid comparative anatomy of the US
occupation of Germany and Japan, which forcefully demolishes the
self-congratulatory and strikingly persistent myths surrounding the
American experience of post-war occupation. Written against the
grain of much recent commentary and political science writing on
occupation that rather hopelessly seeks to unearth the magic formu-
la that makes for successful occupations, her carefully researched
book is a stringent reminder that simplistic accounts of ‘good occu-
pations’ cannot be accepted at face value. Conversely, as this book
well demonstrates, turning occupation into a success story, ‘like so
much else in the postwar world . . . required radical reconstruction’.
That benevolence and success finally emerged as the key ingredients
of the occupations’ master narrative was not self-evident. Rather, as
Carruthers convincingly argues, it took ‘time and toil to smooth the
rough edges of lived experience into the sleek veneer of national le -
gend’ (p. 312). 
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Drawing primarily on a large number of letters, diaries, and mem-
oirs written by both ‘ordinary’ and more high-ranking servicemen
and women, Carruthers tells her story through sources that have
hitherto featured less prominently in the historiography of the post-
war occupations. In an inversion of Wolfgang Schivelbusch’s influ-
ential concept of ‘cultures of defeat’ that revolved around the experi-
ences of the occupied population, she focuses on the impact of occu-
pation on the occupiers themselves, exploring the often ignored ‘psy-
chology and phenomenology of victory’ (p. 10) by putting the sub-
jectivities of Americans centre stage. This is therefore not a history of
the high politics of occupation, but an account of how occupation
was experienced by its practitioners and how those very experiences
were transformed and pressed into a narrative that rendered occupa-
tion something virtuous. The result is a novel, and in many respects
provocative, reading of the two major US post-war occupations
emphasizing above all the fractiousness and moral messiness of the
whole endeavour. 

To describe the ‘transformation act’ (p. 5) that produced the ‘good
occupation’, Carruthers takes as her point of departure the training
imparted to occupation personnel by the School of Military Govern -
ment at the University of Virginia in Charlottesville. The School,
Carruthers argues, faced a constant lack of top-down political direc-
tion, leading to the transmission of a narrow conception of occupa-
tion to its students. Recruits were instructed to carry out administra-
tive oversight over pre-existing local governing structures and taught
that occupation amounted to a form of ‘ “government” without poli-
tics’ (p. 23). At the same time, the Charlottesville faculty tried to
invent a virtuous tradition of military government that dissociated
occupation from imperialism. In doing so, they construed a lineage of
military government that affirmed that Americans were particularly
apt in governing territories overseas because they respected pre-
existing customs and structures. More significantly, however, the
USA had its own history of occupation closer to home to contend
with, namely the occupation of the South after the American Civil
War. As Carruthers shows in a highly innovative section, memories
of the occupation of the South and tales about the presumably tyran-
nous rule of the North and its disrespect for local customs were very
vivid among those involved in preparing for post-war occupation.
This produced an emphasis on leaving ‘indigenous traditions intact’



that owed much to an ‘extrapolation from racially overburdened
domestic history’ and less to ‘cultural sensitivity’ (p. 27). 

A frequent point of reference in Carruthers’ story is John Hersey’s
1944 novel A Bell for Adano, which was highly influential in propa-
gating notions of benign American occupation and fittingly won the
Pulitzer prize on VE day, setting the template for future accounts of
the ‘good occupation’. Set in occupied Sicily, the novel’s hero Major
Joppolo embodies the honourable and sympathetic American officer
who, against a backdrop of post-war privation, works in the interest
of the local community and in doing so imparts the virtues of democ-
racy while respecting the way of life of the Sicilian population. As
Carruthers well demonstrates, however, this idealized image con-
trasted markedly with practices of American officials on the ground
who often used racially inflected discourses to describe Sicilians as
backward people who did not conform to their idea of Europeanness.
Abuses and rapes were widespread. Similarly, occupation officials
did not see their job as that of teaching the lofty ideals of democracy,
but thought instead they simply had to get basic services and institu-
tions running again. A Bell for Adano thus stands throughout the book
as an image for how the tale of the good American occupation was
spun almost in real time while the multiple US occupations were
unfolding.

In two tandem chapters on the end of the war and beginning of
occupation in Germany and Japan, Carruthers shows how Americans
experienced, enforced, and performed victory. She describes how
some GIs were markedly uncomfortable with their role as conquerors,
while others enjoyed the many luxuries that were now afforded to
them by being part of an occupying power. Looting and theft were
widespread. In Japan, the Americans performed a carefully staged
surrender ceremony to impress on the Japanese the totality of defeat.
While the American authorities construed the occupation of Japan
from the outset as particularly virtuous through heavy censorship of
the US and Japanese press, the initial period of occupation was
marked by extreme levels of looting, rape, and vandalism. The occu-
pation of Okinawa resulted in mass population movement, the burn-
ing of villages, and the concomitant destruction of much of the pre-
existing local culture. In contrast to Germany, American soldiers also
experienced Japan as a culturally and ethnically unfamiliar space.
Many a GI turned into ‘an amateur ethnographer, attuned to mark-
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ers of difference’ (p. 106), with the ‘Japanese brain’ (p. 103) targeted as
the enemy that had to be defeated during the occupation. Similarly, as
Carruthers shows, influenced by racializing and orientalizing dis-
courses, occupation personnel often described both Japanese culture
and Japanese bodies as inferior, with a frequent trope being the lack
of cleanliness and the general backwardness of the country. 

In fact, one of the main recurring themes throughout Carruthers’s
story is that occupation was, in many respects, a bodily experience.
Human excrement, odours, and intimate contact with bodies both
dead and living filled many pages of contemporary letters and
diaries. One of the main loci of such experiences were female bodies.
This is, of course, familiar territory for historians of mid twentieth-
century occupations, but Carruthers’s chapter on the multiple itera-
tions of ‘fraternization’, and the various changes to official policy
intended to keep it in check, shows how romantic and sexual rela-
tions between the occupiers and the occupied had significant reper-
cussions at home, threatening the positive image the USA wanted to
project about their occupations, with the high venereal disease (VD)
rate remaining a constant sting. In response, German ‘Fräuleins’ were
quickly construed in the US press as ‘hyperideologized, hyperfertile,
predatory’ females (p. 126), and the role of coercion involved in some
such encounters remained mostly in the dark. While non-fraterniza-
tion rules were, to a large extent, intended to transmit to Germans the
idea of collective guilt, Carruthers argues that orders issued in
Okinawa to American troops to stay away from relations with the
local population were grounded in racial concepts that relied on an
‘American identity of pristine whiteness’ (p. 133). 

Human bodies are also at the core of Carruthers’ discussion of dis-
placed persons (DPs), which brings out the abusive treatment and
racial hierarchies applied to different groups of DPs. In Germany,
many American members of the occupation saw survivors of con-
centration and extermination camps as ‘abstractly deserving but per-
sonally repellent’ (p. 162), and many contemporary accounts dwellt
on the filth and excrement surrounding DPs. This produced a dehu-
manizing portrayal of DPs, and in particular of Jewish survivors, an
attitude exacerbated by the antisemitism that was widespread
amongst American personnel. Carruthers argues that American
encounters with DPs enduring dismal living conditions led to the
paradoxical situation that many occupation officials had more sym-
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pathy for their former German foes than for those who had suffered
persecution or had been subjected to forced labour. In Japan, a simi-
lar racial hierarchy was in place, with the Japanese at the top and
Korean DPs at the bottom, the latter being stigmatized as either com-
munists or criminals. In both Germany and Japan, the occupiers con-
sequently vilified specific groups of DPs for crimes such as theft and
black market activities that were also carried out by the occupiers
and the majority population.

While occupation work was posthumously beatified as a particu-
larly worthwhile endeavour, Carruthers describes how a large num-
ber of occupation officials and soldiers regarded their jobs as partic-
ularly unrewarding, boring, and distasteful. Widespread demoral-
ization led to large-scale protests in early 1946 in both Asia and in
Europe, with soldiers demonstrating for their quick demobilization.
In the USA, American wives and their children mobilized under the
flag of ‘Bring Back Daddy’, invoking the restoration of family life, the
threat of increasing divorce rates, and looming sexual impropriety as
compelling reasons for a fast demobilization. The USA responded to
this crisis in morale with what Carruthers fittingly describes as the
domestication of occupation, flooding American troops with con-
sumer goods, leisure activities, and travel opportunities. They also
set up an almost entirely isolated world of American clubs and resi-
dential spaces, which commentators at the time criticized as an impe-
rial practice of social segregation, captured in the striking formula of
‘Hans Crowism’. Yet even the arrival of American families in April
1946 did not, in Carruthers’s interpretation, contribute significantly
to raising morale and morals, with the incidence of VD, alcoholism,
and pilfering remaining high.

Carruthers debunks the various myths surrounding the inherent
goodness of the post-war occupations with much brio and erudition,
deploying her trademark evocative prose style to give colour to the
bleak post-war world. The occupations that she describes do not fit
neatly into the familiar story of democratization and re-education,
but are stories of moral ambiguity that find their point of gravity
around fraternization, violence, corruption, looting, and racism.
Some may argue, of course, that historians should move beyond
assessing whether an occupation was a good or bad thing, and con-
centrate on exploring how and in what ways American military occu-
pation transformed the societies under their rule. Others may con-
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tend that despite the multiple negative, and indeed often brutal by-
products as well as the very top-down, conservative inflection of
post-war ‘democratization’, the occupations did ultimately produce
significant institutional and political changes after many years of
authoritarian rule. Yet Carruthers’s book is essentially a study of the
occupiers, not of the occupation’s socio-political impact on the occu-
pied, and here her contribution is genuinely illuminating, for it
brings to light the gulf between the often morally muddled experi-
ences of occupation personnel and the crude representation of occu-
pation as a virtuous project pervading public discourse today. In
doing so, she has set the ground for a more extensive investigation of
the construction of the memory of post-war occupation, a subject
which has hitherto escaped historians, but which they would be well
advised to take seriously in the future.
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