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Introduction: The Importance of the Failed 1940 Olympic
Bid

During the recent 2008 Beijing Games, the Japanese me-
dia encouraged the constant comparison_with the 1964
Tokyo Games.1For the Japanese, the Beijing Games were
an opportunity to recall the first Olympics held in Asia, the
successful 1964 Tokyo Olympic Games. The 1964 Olym-
pics were staged with much fanfare in Japan and ushered
in a new era for both Japan and the Olympic Movement:
Japan celebrated its entrance as a normalized member
of the international community and the International
Olympic Committee (IOC) commemorated the internati-
onalization of the Olympic Games with the first Games to
be hosted in Asia. The 1964 Tokyo Games was the first to
make "visible" the grand historical narrative of the Olym-
pic Movement as the natural progression of "Olympism"
throughout the world.2 For many Japanese, the 1964
Tokyo Games has served as such a fundamental turning
point in national history that any mention of an Asian
Olympic host -in 1988 Seoul or 2008 Beijing - necessarily
evokes the 1964Tokyo Games as the inaugural event that
made possible all subsequent Asian Olympic hosts.

The 1964 Tokyo Olympics were the first of what have
come to be labeled the East Asian Olympic Games (which
also include the 1988 Seoul and 2008 Beijing Games) by
recent academics and scholars.3In a sense, the East Asian
Olympic Games are visual spectacles of the abstraction of
the Olympic Movement made global. It is this indebted-
ness to the Japanese effort to secure not only the Olympic
legacy within Japan but also in Asia that the Japanese me-
dia sought to underscore within Japan during the Beijing
Olympics in 2008.

Within the context of the Beijing Olympics, there were
also Japanese evocations of the earlier Tokyo Olympic Bid
for the 1940 Games.4The 1940 Olympic bid was often dis-
cussed in conjunction with the Beijing Games, because
Tokyo was vying to host the 2016 Olympic Games and
was publicizing the 1940 Olympic bid during the crucial
period of January 2008 until the October 2009 I0C Ses-
sion in Copenhagen that decided the host of the 2016
Games.5The Tokyo 2016 Olympic bid organizers empha-
sized not only the realized legacies of the successful 1964
Tokyo but also the unfulfilled legacies from the failed
1940 Olympic bid. They saw both as a valuable indicator
of Tokyo’s abilities to host "a new Olympics informed by a
new urban civilization.”6 For the Tokyo Governor ISHIHA-
RA Shintaro, the 2016 Olympic Bid was a sustained effort
to jumpstart the Tokyo economy in order to reinvigorate
the national economy of Japan. These numerous evoca-

tions of both the 1964 Olympic Games and 1940 Olympic
Bid served as powerful "lieux de memoire” for the city of
Tokyo, as Pierre NORA has analyzed in another context, to
consolidate the Japanese claims to the Olympic heritage
in Asia. No longer fixed to physical sites associated with
the Olympic Games, such as TANGE Kenzd's Yoyogi Stadi-
um or even the bullet train, the symbolic status of being
the first Asian Olympic host has garnered Japan the right
to claim the Olympic heritage in East Asia.7 Although the
1940 Olympic Games were never staged, along with the
1964 Olympics that were held in Tokyo, they have come
to represent the consolidation of Olympic heritage in East
Asia as belonging to Japan. This is why any mention of
an Asian Olympics necessitates the reminder of how it
was Japan that became the first Asian nation to bid for
the Olympic Games of 1940 and then it was the first Asian
nation to actually stage them in 1964.

The Japanese claim ownership of the Olympic heritage in
Asia for several reasons. One is that it in 1936 Tokyo/Ja-
pan was the first Asian nation to receive the right to host
the Olympic Games of 1940, well before South Korea and
China. Although the 1940 Tokyo Games were cancelled,
the unrealised plans for the 1940 Olympic Bid have come
to represent for Japan a reminder of the fact that they
were the first Asian nation to receive international reco-
gnition as a capable Olympic host. This acknowledge-
ment was earned well before the other Asian nations of
South Korea and China. In addition, Japan could point to
the longest Olympic heritage in Asia. They had first taken
part in the Games in 1912 in Stockholm. According to this
logic, Olympism was introduced to Asia and simultane-
ously Asia was introduced to Olympism through Tokyo/
Japan's inaugural bid. The bid rhetoric and development
plans of the 1940 Olympic Games which never took place
would come to inform not only the successful 1964Tokyo
Games, but also 1988 Seoul and 2008 Beijing as my recent
work on the Olympic Games in East Asia has demonstra-
ted.8

Not only would the 1940 Olympic bid by Japan provide a
template for the 1964 bid strategy and subsequent East
Asian Olympic journeys, it was also historic at the time.
As the first bid by a non Western nation, it challenged
many political and cultural assumptions that the Interna-
tional Olympic Committee (IOC) had of Japan and Asia.9
The Olympic encounter between the East and West de-
manded that Asian bid organizers engage in self-repre-
sentational diplomacy and cultural representation that
often affirmed western stereotypes of the East. From the
political process that Japanese officials used to campaign
for the 1940 Games to how Japan defined their culture
in the Olympic Games, the 1940 Olympic Bid would set
the terms for how the I0C regarded Asian candidates
and how subsequent Asian nations would also define



their culture in future Olympic bids.10 For Asian Olympic
bids, their modernity is often showcased in specific cul-
tural terms as differing from the West as a form of hybrid:
modern enough to host the Games but still embedded
within ancient, Asian traditions so as not to upset a percei-
ved western monopoly of modernization. Asian Olympic
bids also underscore how the Olympic Games have been
held on in the West. Furthermore, the very strategies and
tactics in which the 1930s Tokyo Bid organizers engaged
were predicated by the fact that many IOC members had
no direct experience of Japan or Asia. As such, the 1940
Olympic Bid necessitated a level of highly contentious
politicking and paid trips to Tokyo that countered previ-
ous IOC protocols and customs in order to make the 1940
Olympic Bid viable in the minds of key IOC members. The
1940 Olympic Bid was the first internationally accepted
reconciliation of the East/West dichotomy in culture and
political terms. Although ultimately, the Games never took
place as a result of the political situation of the time, this
does not detract from the historical significance that the
1940 Olympic Bid would have on the East Asian Olympic
Games of 1964Tokyo, 1988 Seoul and 2008 Beijing.

The 1940 Olympic Bid:
The Rhetoric of Universalizing Olympism

The Tokyo Olympic bid for 1940 began in 1932 Tokyo was
duly awarded the games by the International Olympic
Committee (IOC) in 1936 in Berlin. In 1938 the Japanese
Government had to hand them back. The 1940 Olympic
bid by Tokyo had two contradictory goals that were never
resolved upon their cancellation: the first was to receive
international recognition as an expanding world power in
Asia. The second aim was more nationalistic. They would
mobilize the population at home to celebrate the 2,600th
Anniversary of the Founding of the Japanese Empire (Ki-
gen 2,600nen). Despite Japanese military aggression in
Asia with the 1931 establishment of Manchukuo as a Ja-
panese puppet state, the IOC awarded the 1940 Games
to Japan in part because of the self-repudiated 10C claim
that"sports is above politics."11Ultimately, the 10C suppor-
ted the idea of Olympic Games in Tokyo in 1940 because
of the most compelling bid rhetoric: a 1940 Tokyo Games
would further universalize the Olympic Movement. From
the perspective of the Japanese bidding campaign, in or-
der for the Olympics to belong to the world and be truly
universal, they would need to be hosted by a non-Western
city and preferably an Asian city. Many Japanese argued
passionately that the Olympic logo of the five interlocking
coloured rings that symbolized the colors of all the flags of
all the countries on five continents was a hollow symbol
without a non-Western (Qympic host.The IOC member in
Japan, SUGIMURA Yotaro, would tell the 1935 IOC Session
in Oslo, "In order for the Olympic Games to be truly inter-
national in reality and not just in name, various nations
from the Eastern hemisphere must also contribute to the
Olympic Games."12

SUGIMURA was echoing the sentiment of the Japanese
supporters of the Tokyo Olympic Bid for Tokyo that the
Olympic Games would help provide an alternative fo-
rum of international diplomacy for Japan. In 1932 newly

elected Tokyo Mayor NAGATA Hidejiro recognized that he
would need to plan for an event to be held in 1940 as
the 2,600th anniversary of the accession of Emperor lJin-
mu (Kigen 2,600nen), the crowning national ceremony
of imperial Japan. The Mayor's campaign would prove to
be successful, not withstanding the attractive economic,
political and ideological aspects of the 1940 bid, because
of the unique historical context of an internationally iso-
lationist 1930s Japan. After Japan's withdrawal from the
League of Nations in 1933 upon the conclusion of the Lyt-
ton Report condemning their role in the establishment of
Manchukuo as a puppet government in 1931, Japanese
diplomats, sports officials, bureaucrats and politicians re-
alized the allure of "people's diplomacy" (kokumin gaiko)
that could be achieved through the Olympics with the
spectacular performance of Japan's Olympic athletes at
the 1932 Los Angeles Games.

As new mayors of Tokyo came and went, Olympic bid
rhetoric was unwavering in its argument of how a Tokyo
Olympics would universalize the Olympic Games, "Despite
the fact that Olympism must be spread to all races of the
world, the Olympic Games have only been held in Europe
and the United States. The Olympic Games must be held
in Asia, which has the world's largest population in order
for Olympism to become truly universal."13As such, the si-
gnificance of the 1940 Tkyo bid was elevated to be not
just alJapanese but also an international concern. IfTokyo
were to win the 1940 Olympic Bid, they would become
the first non-western host city, and as such, the Tokyo
Games were seen as an important vehicle for spreading
Olympism in Asia and thus the world.

Accordingly, the 1940 Tokyo Bid offered to enrich the
Olympic Games in two ways. First, the Tokyo Games
would make the Olympic Games truly universal by having
the Games held in the East. Secondly, the Tokyo Olympics
would infuse the Olympic Games and the West with the
2,600 year old culture of Japan, making the 1940 Olym-
piad truly epoch-making.l4These two claims - of univer-
sality and of a harmonious blending of cultures - would
be repeatedly emphasized in the bid materials in the up-
coming years as appeals to the unique culture would be
used by Japan to differentiate the Tokyo bid from other
candidates. The founder of the modern Olympic Move-
ment, Baron Pierre de COUBERTIN, wrote to the Mayor of
Tokyo to congratulate Tokyo on its successful Olympic bid
for 1940. COUBERTIN had written the following about the
contemporary notion of a harmonious blending of the
East and the West:

"The task of celebrating the Xlith Olympic Games will be
the greatest ever given to a country, for it does not mean
merely to pursue the Olympic Torch through the universe
and to unite the whole of Asia with the modern Olympism
in the most cordial manner, but also to combine Helle-
nism, the most precious civilization of ancient Europe,
with the refined culture and art of Asia."15

This notion of grafting Japanese ancient civilization onto
Hellenism was a key concept of the 1940 Tokyo Olympic
Bid. Even as the Japanese were about to hand the games
back in 1938, KASAI Jiuji, a member of the House of Re-
presentatives of the Imperial Diet addressed the American



radio public from NBC Studios in New York. He proclaimed
that the 1940 Tokyo Games would be staged and would
create a new "world" civilization. He stated:

"As sponsors of the Olympic Games, we are thoroughly
imbued with the spirit of the ancient Olympiad so nob-
ly interpreted by the late Baron COUBERTIN. We are now
making preparations with a sincere desire to enhance the
spirit of modern Olympism in the Orient. Thus, by com-
bining Hellenism, which is the most precious heritage of
ancient Greece, with the civilization and culture of the an-
cient East, we are hoping to make our contributions to the
advancement of world civilization."16
The 2,600th anniversary festival in this proposal was not
just a nationalistic oneto be celebrated only by the Japa-
nese, but was portrayed as a unique event that would also
contribute to the Olympic Games and the entire world
was to be invited to participate.
The Tokyo campaign for the 1940 Olympic bid actively
challenged the universalistic claims made by the Inter-
national Olympic Committee (IOC) by emphasizing that
the Games had never been held outside the United States
or Europe and it argued that the Olympic Games would
never be truly universal until they were held outside the
west.The alluring image ofJapan that was being conjured
up by lJapanese ideologues through thel 940 Tokyo Olym-
pics - as the unique embodiment of the east and the
west and of the traditional and the modern - attracted
global support. Many within the international community
accepted the fashioning of aJapanese modernity that dif-
fered from the West as a sign of the enduring difference
between the East and the West. Japanese proponents of
the Tokyo Olympics knowingly glamorized the econo-
mic unevenness that differentiated Japan from the west
in cultural terms in order to secure the 1940 Olympiad.
The quaint traditions of Japanese culture and countrysi-
de unspoiled by modern influence were presented by the
Japanese as representative examples of the attractiveness
of Japan as a host nation to the Olympics. The internatio-
nal community, as represented by the I0C, responded by
selecting Tokyo to be the inaugural Asian Olympics, the
first held outside Europe and the United States. Despite
some perceived weaknesses of the Tokyo bid, IOC mem-
bers believed that Japan would eventually host the Olym-
pic Games, so they supported the Tokyo candidature for
1940.17The success of the Tokyo bid forthe 1940 Olympic
Games was ultimately predicated on the fact that for both
Japan and the world in the 1930s, modernity -as repre-
sented by the Olympics -could no longer be considered
solely as a Western monopoly.

The 1940 Tokyo Olympic Bid (Il): Bidding Politics

The 1940 Tokyo Olympic Bid was a sensational con-
frontation between the customs of the East and the West.
Koran increasingly isolated nation afterJapan's withdrawal
from the | eague of Nations in 1933, the Olympic Games
were heralded by many Japanese ideologues as a forum
of people's diplomacy (kokuminteki gaiko) especially in
the 1932 aftermath of the Japanese Olympic athletes'
performance in Los Angeles. Exploiting the media sen-

sation that erupted from the surprising performance of
the Japanese athletes, members associated with the 1940
Tokyo bid began to emphasize that the Olympic Games
were an effective channel of "people's diplomacy."18 So
they began to emphasize the Olympic Games as a form of
"People's Diplomacy" (kokumintekigaiko).19

The perceived 'misunderstanding’ of Japan by other
nations was based on the increased international alienati-
on that Japan encountered since its withdrawal from the
League of Nations in 1933. That is, "people's diplomacy"
came to be read as a channel of informal diplomacy, in
which the shortcomings of formal diplomacy could be
overcome through the interaction of national citizens in
different forums. The success of Japanese competitors at
the Los Angeles 1932 Olympic Games and the attendant
positive international media coverage helped persuade
national bureaucrats and politicians of the power of the
Olympics.

After the 1932 Los Angeles Olympic Games, the 1940
Tokyo Olympic Bid employed unprecedented bidding
tactics. The 10C had an established protocol for such mat-
ters by implication, a concept that was not necessarily
appreciated by the Japanese. The 1940 Tokyo Olympic
Bid included aggressive tactics, including unprecedented
diplomatic negotiations with the Premier of Italy as well
as travel subsidies for key IOC members to visit Tokyo. The
unprecedented state-to-state negotiations threatened
the very authority of the IOC to control all aspects of any
decision regarding the Olympic Games. Nonetheless, the
Tokyo Bid Committee employed yet another unpreceden-
ted tactic: the IOC President was invited on an all-expense
paid trip to tourTokyo and Japan in 1936 and returned to
Europe a strong and vocal supporter of Tokyo. Ultimately,
the Japanese Olympic state-to-state negotiations, which

resulted in the withdrawals of both the Rome and London

candidatures, startled the world, and theTokyo bid gained

instant international visibility and notoriety.

Advocates of the Tokyo bid elicited the advice of diplo-
mats and ambassadors, who were hitherto considered

to be outsiders to the Olympic community. In the past,

most Olympic campaigns had focused on IOC members

during IOC Sessions, and the move by those affiliated with



the Tokyo bid to bring the campaign directly to nationally
appointed ambassadors, outside the framework of the
I0C, was extremely novel.20The tipping point that deter-
mined the success of the Tokyo campaign was also the
most controversial for any host candidature in the history
of the 10C bidding process. The City of Tokyo commissi-
oned the I0C members inJapan, SUGIMURA Yotaro and
Count SOYESHIMA Michimasa, to meet Italian dictator Be-
nito MUSSOLINI before the start of the Oslo IOC Session
in 1939?'1 It was highly controversial for any member of
the IOC to actively canvas any politician, let alone a head
of state outside of the Olympic community. Nevertheless,
the Japanese delegate SOYESHIMA was sent to Rome in
January 1935 to join SUGIMURA. They asked MUSSOLINI
to withdraw the candidature of Rome for the 1940 Games
in favor of Tokyo. The three met on February 8thin Rome.
SOYESHIMA explained why Rome should step aside in fa-
vour of Japan. Soyeshima pleaded with MUSSOLINI that
"if the Olympics were held in Tokyo it would help to bind
together in close bounds of amity the East and West, thus
contributing to the peace of the world."2The Duce sur-
prisingly agreed.23

The aggressive Japanese campaign activities, culminating
in the successful negotiations with MUSSOLINI, forced the
Olympic community to articulate many of its unspoken
assumptions about the received traditions and protocols
of the Olympic Games. First, the Italian National Olympic
Committee (CONI) and the I0C delegate Alberto BONA-
COSSA in Italy protested against the decision made by
MUSSOLINI to put the candidature of Rome on hold. Itali-
an Olympic officials openly opposed the Japanese asserti-
on that the fate of the Rome candidacy was to be decided
not by CONI but by MUSSOLINI. Secondly, the IOC Presi-
dent was unhappy that behind-the-scenes negotiations
with political officials were to be used to decide any Olym-
pic matter. Ultimately, the inability of the IOC to resolve
many issues during the 1935 Oslo IOC Session forced the
postponement of the selection of the host for the 1940
Olympiad. At the Oslo I0C Session, the negotiations bet-
ween lItaly and Japan concerning the Tokyo candidature
became a controversy which threatened the IOC control
over the Olympic Games,24The discussions on the 1940
host city between Japan and Italy at government level
were the first of their kind. The 10C President was now
confronted with the problem of how to resolve this un-
precedented issue during the IOC Oslo Session at which
the final vote for the 1940 Olympiad was to take place.5
I0C Chairman BAILLEI-LAIOUR stated that " The vote for
the 1940 Olympic Games will be postponed until next
year in light of the fact that recent outside political interfe-
rence created this impossible situation which ignored the
rules and tradition of the IOC that it is the 10C that controls

role of national governments increased in any decision by
a city to host the Olympics due to the expanded scale of
staging the Olympic Games in the 1930s, the political di-
mension of the Games also intensified. Their negotiations
with Mussolini were viewed by Japan as a logical extensi-
on of national policy that did not interfere with the juris-
diction of the 10C over the Olympic Games.

The Oslo IOC Session proceedings revealed the degree
to which the IOC President was ambivalent towards the
Tokyo candidacy, and Tokyo bid officials vowed to change
the opinion of the President by inviting him to Japan. This
was another unprecedented tactic in host city campaig-
ning. Japanese sport officials described the 10C President
as being "sympathetic towards Japan only as a curious
object of exoticism, like one would love a cute pet. In his
innermost thoughts, he does not think that Japan could
be called a strong Olympic host candidate despite the
fact that Japan is a top-ranked sports nation."27 The bid
committee decided upon yet another unprecedented
move: to have the City of Tokyo invite the IOC President
to inspect Tokyo and Japan.2The 10C President coached
the bid committee on how to invite him to tour Japan
and how to present his trip to Japan to the international
media so as to not appear impartial to Finland.2 BAILLET-
LATOUR agreed to visit Japan under the condition that the
city of Tokyo pay his expenses and publicize his tour as a
"private trip."3 He encouraged the Japanese Foreign Mi-
nistry to work with the City of Tokyo to discourage being
formally invited to Japan and to label the tour a "private
trip” {kojinteki ryoko) which was still unprecedented in the
history of I0C protocols.3LThe highly controversial nature
of the inspection tour required the utmost discretion of
the Japanese government and the IOC President. After a
three-week, all-expense-paid trip to Japan, at an estima-
ted cost of 15,000 yen to Japan in November, ultimately,
the I0C President was converted into a strong supporter
of the Tokyo candidacy.22

Japanese bid officials viewed Japan as uniquely positioned
to disseminate the Olympic ideals throughout the world,
for they saw Tokyo, Japan as the new centre of the world
and a formidable imperial power.Tokyo was presented as
the most logical entry point for popularizing the Olympic
Movement in Asia. In addition, the bid rhetoric of 1936 en-
couraged the IOC to consume the difference between the
East and West, while the definition of what constituted a
harmonious blending was left unanswered. IOC member
Count SOYESHIMA described the importance of theTokyo
Olympiad as blending the different cultural heritages of
the east and west, "The true aspects of Japanese culture,
old and new, would be open to the eyes of the world.
Therefore, the organizers are advised to be well aware of
the fact that the most careful attentions should be given

of the Olympic Games."26But for the 10C, what was at stafh in the preparations in orderliio convey the true spirit of

pic Games.The 10C President believed that the 10C alone
had the authority to determine any matter concerning
the Olympic Games within the restricted domain of the
I0C delegates and Executive Committee. Any agreements
reached between members outside of the Olympic com-
munity were viewed as actions that encroached upon the
authority of the 10C to decide any Olympic issue. As the

ding of the two great cultures."33 Furthermore, the finan-
cial package emphasized that Japan had not only gained
enough surplus capital to invest in the construction and
planning required to host the modern Olympics, but also
to finance the travel and living expenses of foreign athle-
tes.#A The financial package was then unprecedented in
Olympic history; no other host nation had ever needed to



resort to subsidizing the participation of other nations.3%
With a final vote of thirty-six to twenty-seven, the Games
of the Twelfth Olympiad were allotted to the City of Tokyo
at the 1936 10C Session in Berlin. After seven long years of
aggressive campaigning and politicking, Japan won the
right to host the 1940 Olympiad.30Tokyo/Japan became
the first Asian nation to campaign for and win the right to
host the Olympic Games.

Conclusion: The 1940 Olympic Bid and the East Asian
Olympic Games

In assessing the legacy of the 1940 Olympic Bid, the larger
significance of the East Asian Olympic Games must first be
considered. Many have likened the three Olympics held
in East Asia, the 1964 Tokyo, 1988 Seoul and the 2008 Bei-
jing Games, as "coming out parties" that would showcase
their national achievements.37 The Olympic Games pro-
vided high-profile events for all three of these East Asian
nations to demonstrate not only the "political reliability"of
their host cities to their international audiences but also
their national identity to domestic citizens.38Furthermore,
the East Asian Olympic Games serve as allegories of the
"universalization of universalism" in that they display the
inevitable, unfolding of the universal aspirations of the
Olympic Movement. Recent efforts by the Japanese to
consolidate its Olympic heritage in East Asia begin with
the bid rhetoric made famous by the 1940 Olympic bid by
Tokyo to universalize Olympism. Despite the fact that the
Games never materialized, the Tokyo Olympic bid for 1940
revealed an often contentious encounter between the
East and the West. In many instances, the IOC criticisms
of the Japanese bid effort (outside politicking, travel sub-
sidies, etc.) were the unspoken custom of campaigning
within an European dominated hegemony of the IOC.
Only further research will reveal the extent to which 1964
Tokyo, 1988 Seoul and 2008 Beijing also encountered va-
rious unspoken cultural customs between the East and
West.
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