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Learning Objectives

By the end of this article, readers should be able to:
1. Compare the historical processes of state formation in Germany and Japan.
2. Explain how war-making, nationalism, and state capacity shaped modern political
development.
Describe how Germany and Japan used different paths to build centralized modern states.
4. Analyze how defeat in World War II and postwar occupation reshaped each country’s
political institutions.

5. Connect historical state-building processes to current political structures.

Key Terms

State formation refers to the process through which political authority becomes organized,
centralized, and institutionalized over a defined territory.

Nation-building refers to the creation or strengthening of a shared national identity among people
who may differ by region, class, religion, language, or local political loyalty.

War-making refers to the organized use of violence against internal or external rivals. In
comparative politics, war-making is often connected to state-making because military conflict can
drive taxation, bureaucracy, territorial consolidation, and political centralization.

State capacity refers to the ability of a state to govern effectively. This includes collecting revenue,
enforcing laws, providing security, administering territory, and maintaining legitimacy.

Political reconstruction refers to the rebuilding or redesign of political institutions after regime

collapse, military defeat, occupation, revolution, or major constitutional change.
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Introduction

Germany and Japan are often remembered through the lens of World War II. Germany is
commonly associated with Nazism, defeat, division, and later reunification. Japan is often
associated with imperial expansion, defeat in the Pacific, the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki, and the creation of a postwar pacifist constitution. Those stories matter, but they are not
enough. If we begin with World War II and stop there, we risk reducing both countries to a single
story of militarism, defeat, and reconstruction.

A comparative politics approach asks us to look more carefully. Germany and Japan were
not simply defeated powers that became postwar democracies. They were modern states shaped
by earlier struggles over territory, authority, identity, military power, and political legitimacy.
Germany’s modern state emerged from the unification of fragmented German-speaking territories
under Prussian leadership. Japan’s modern state emerged from the Meiji Restoration, which
replaced the Tokugawa political order with a more centralized imperial state. Both countries built
powerful national identities, developed modern militaries, pursued imperial ambitions, lost World
War 11, and then underwent externally influenced democratic reconstruction.

This article compares Germany and Japan as cases of state formation and nation-building.
It argues that both countries became powerful modern states through centralization, military
development, and national identity-building, but they followed different paths. Germany’s modern
state emerged through the political unification of fragmented German-speaking territories, while
Japan’s modern state developed through centralized reform after the Meiji Restoration. After
World War 11, both countries were reconstructed into democratic systems under Allied occupation,
but their postwar identities developed differently because Germany faced territorial division,
reunification, and direct confrontation with Nazi memory, while Japan retained the emperor as a
symbolic figure and built a political identity around constitutional pacifism.

The comparison matters because it shows that state formation is not a single path. War can
build states, but administrative reform can also build state capacity. National identity can precede
political unification, as it did in Germany, or it can be strengthened through state-led
modernization, as it was in Meiji Japan. Postwar democracy can be externally shaped, but its long-
term stability depends on how new institutions interact with older political traditions, social

identities, and memories of the past.
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Why Compare Germany and Japan?

Germany and Japan make useful comparative cases because they are similar enough to
compare but different enough to teach us something meaningful. Both became major industrial
and military powers. Both used nationalism to strengthen political authority. Both fought
expansionist wars. Both were defeated in World War II. Both experienced Allied occupation and
constitutional reconstruction. Both later became stable democracies and major economic powers.

Yet their paths to modern statehood were not the same. Germany’s nineteenth-century state
formation was shaped by fragmentation. Before unification, German-speaking populations lived
across multiple kingdoms, duchies, principalities, and free cities. The creation of the German
Empire in 1871 was therefore a process of consolidating multiple political units into one state.
Prussia played the leading role, and Otto von Bismarck used diplomacy, military strength, and
nationalist sentiment to bring German unification under Prussian dominance.

Japan’s nineteenth-century transformation was different. Japan was not fragmented in the
same way Germany was. Under the Tokugawa shogunate, Japan had a long-standing political order
built around the shogun, daimyo domains, samurai status hierarchies, and the symbolic authority
of the emperor. The Meiji Restoration of 1868 did not unify separate nation-states into one country.
Instead, it recentralized political authority, weakened older feudal structures, and reorganized
Japan into a modern state that could compete with Western imperial powers.

This distinction is important. Germany’s state formation moved from political
fragmentation toward national unification. Japan’s state formation moved from a decentralized
feudal-style order toward centralized modernization. Both processes created stronger states, but

they did so through different institutional routes.

Germany: From Fragmentation to Unification

Germany’s path to modern statehood began with political fragmentation. For centuries,
German-speaking Europe did not exist as a single nation-state. The Holy Roman Empire contained
hundreds of semi-autonomous political units, and even after its dissolution in 1806, German-
speaking territories remained divided. The German Confederation, created in 1815 after the
Napoleonic Wars, loosely connected many German states but did not create a unified German

nation-state.
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helped imagine a shared German people before there was a single German state. This is where
Benedict Anderson’s concept of the nation as an “imagined community” is especially useful.
Nations are not imagined because they are fake. They are imagined because most members will
never personally know one another, yet they come to see themselves as part of a shared political
and cultural community.

In the German case, cultural nationalism helped create the idea of a German nation, but it
did not by itself create a German state. That required political power. Prussia supplied much of
that power. Under Bismarck, Prussia pursued a strategy of unification that combined diplomacy,
military reform, and war. The Danish War of 1864, the Austro-Prussian War of 1866, and the
Franco-Prussian War of 1870-1871 helped Prussia defeat rivals and bring German states into a new
imperial structure. In 1871, the German Empire was proclaimed in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles,
symbolically marking Germany’s arrival as a unified European power (OER Project, n.d.;
OpenStax, 2022).

Charles Tilly’s famous argument that “war made the state, and the state made war” is
especially relevant here (Tilly, 1985). In Germany, war-making was not separate from state-
making. Prussia’s military victories helped create the political conditions for unification. War
strengthened the authority of Prussian leadership, weakened rival claims, and generated nationalist

support for a unified German Empire. The new German state was not simply born from shared
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language or culture. It was built through coercion, diplomacy, military success, and institutional

consolidation.

Japan: Restoration, Centralization, and Modernization

Japan’s path to modern statehood followed a different pattern. Before the Meiji Restoration,
Japan was governed through the Tokugawa shogunate, which had ruled since the early seventeenth
century. The emperor remained symbolically important, but political power rested largely with the
shogun and the Tokugawa system of domains. This order was stable for a long period, but by the
nineteenth century it faced mounting pressure from internal tensions and external threats.

Western imperial expansion played a major role in Japan’s transformation. The arrival of
Commodore Matthew Perry and American warships in the 1850s exposed Japan’s vulnerability to
foreign military and economic pressure. Many Japanese leaders concluded that the country needed
to strengthen itself quickly or risk domination by Western imperial and colonial powers. The Meiji

Restoration of 1868 replaced the Tokugawa shogunate with a new government organized around

the emperor. Although the term

“restoration” suggested a return to

imperial rule, the political result was
not simply a return to the past. It was
a major restructuring of Japanese
political authority (OpenStax, 2022;
World History Encyclopedia, n.d.).
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Figure 2. Map of Japan, 1875, early Meiji period. This map helps show

political, and technological models. Japan’s ~shift toward centralized territorial administration after the Meiji
Restoration and early prefectural reforms.
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capacity. The government became better able to administer territory, collect resources, educate
citizens, and build military power (OpenStax, 2022; World History Encyclopedia, n.d.).

Japan’s nation-building also had a strong symbolic component. The emperor became a
central figure in national identity. Education, military service, public rituals, and state ideology
helped connect ordinary people to the idea of Japan as a unified national community. Like
Germany, Japan used nationalism to build loyalty to the modern state. Unlike Germany, however,
Japan did not need to unify multiple German-style states into one empire. Its challenge was to
transform an older political order into a centralized modern state capable of resisting Western
domination and later competing as an imperial power.

A Meiji-era map of Japan from 1875 can help illustrate this transformation. Maps do not
merely show territory; they also reflect how states understand, organize, and administer space. A
national wall map from the early Meiji period shows Japan as a mapped territorial state during a
period of administrative reform. It visually supports the broader point that Meiji leaders were not
only changing laws and institutions. They were also reorganizing how Japan was governed,

represented, and imagined.

Comparing State Formation: War, Reform, and Capacity

Germany and Japan both became modern states in the nineteenth century, but they did so
through different combinations of war, reform, and national identity-building. Germany’s path was
shaped by unification through conflict. Japan’s path was shaped by centralization through reform.

In Germany, the problem was fragmentation. German nationalists imagined a shared
people, but German-speaking Europe remained politically divided. Prussia solved this problem
through military and diplomatic power. Bismarck’s statecraft turned nationalist sentiment into state
formation by using war to reorganize political authority. The result was a unified German Empire
with strong military and bureaucratic institutions.

In Japan, the problem was not the absence of a Japanese political community. The problem
was whether the existing Tokugawa order could survive in a world dominated by industrializing
imperial powers. Meiji leaders responded by dismantling older political arrangements and building
a centralized state. They used reform as a tool of survival. Military modernization mattered, but
the central transformation was institutional: the creation of a modern bureaucracy, national

taxation, compulsory education, conscription, and a centralized administrative system.
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Both cases support the idea that state formation requires more than a flag or constitution.
A state must be able to govern. It must administer territory, collect resources, regulate violence,
and create loyalty. Berwick and Christia’s discussion of state capacity is helpful here because
Germany and Japan both became powerful not simply because they had nationalist movements,
but because they built institutions capable of turning identity and authority into organized political
power (Berwick & Christia, 2018).

The comparison also complicates Tilly’s argument. Germany fits Tilly’s model quite
closely: war-making contributed directly to state-making. Japan also developed military power,
but its state formation cannot be reduced to war-making alone. Meiji Japan demonstrates that state
capacity can also grow through administrative redesign, elite reform, selective borrowing, and fear
of external domination. In both countries, however, military development eventually became

deeply tied to national power and imperial ambition (Tilly, 1985).

Nation-Building and the Power of Imagined Communities

State formation and nation-building are related, but they are not the same. A state is a set
of governing institutions. A nation is a community of people who understand themselves as
belonging together. Germany and Japan show two different relationships between these processes.

In Germany, national identity developed before political unification. German language,
literature, music, folklore, universities, and intellectual movements helped create a sense of shared
Germanness before there was a single German state. Anderson’s theory of imagined communities
helps explain this. German nationalism depended on people imagining themselves as part of a
larger community beyond their local town, kingdom, or principality. Once that identity became
politically useful, Prussia and Bismarck could mobilize it in support of state unification (Anderson,
20006).

In Japan, nation-building was more closely tied to state-led modernization. The Meiji
government used education, emperor-centered symbolism, military service, and public rituals to
strengthen loyalty to the nation-state. National identity was not invented from nothing, but it was
reorganized around the needs of a modern central state. The emperor became a unifying symbol,
and the state worked to connect local populations to a shared national project.

Both countries also show the risks of powerful nationalism. National identity can help

create solidarity, but it can also support exclusion, militarism, and imperial expansion. Germany’s
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nationalism later became tied to aggressive imperial ambitions, racial ideology, and Nazi
dictatorship. Japan’s nationalism became tied to emperor-centered militarism and imperial
expansion in Asia and the Pacific. In both cases, nation-building helped strengthen the state, but it

also helped justify violence beyond the state’s borders (Anderson, 2006; OpenStax, 2022).

From State Power to Imperial War

By the early twentieth century, both Germany and Japan had become powerful modern
states. Both had strong militaries, industrial capacity, and nationalist political cultures. Both also
sought greater status in an international order dominated by established imperial powers.

Germany’s ambitions contributed to European instability before World War I and later took
catastrophic form under the Nazi regime. After World War I, the Weimar Republic faced severe
political, economic, and social pressures. The Great Depression, resentment over the Treaty of
Versailles, political polarization, and the rise of extremist movements weakened democratic
institutions. Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party used nationalism, racism, anti-communism, and
promises of national revival to build support for dictatorship. Under Nazi rule, German state power
was redirected toward conquest, genocide, and total war (OpenStax, 2022).

Japan’s imperial expansion followed a different but comparable pattern. After the Meiji
period, Japan defeated China in the First Sino-Japanese War and Russia in the Russo-Japanese
War, gaining international recognition as a major power. In the twentieth century, Japan expanded
its empire in Korea, Manchuria, China, and eventually across much of the Asia-Pacific region.
Military leaders gained increasing influence, and imperial ideology justified expansion as both
national destiny and regional leadership.

World War II brought both imperial projects to ruin. Germany surrendered in May 1945
after Allied forces invaded from east and west. Japan surrendered in August 1945 after years of
devastating war in the Pacific, the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and the Soviet
declaration of war against Japan. Defeat did not simply end the war. It created the conditions for

political reconstruction (OpenStax, 2022).
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Figure 3. Comparative timeline of German and Japanese state formation, war, and reconstruction.
This timeline compares major turning points in Germany and Japan from nineteenth-century state-building through
postwar democratic reconstruction.

Source: Created by the author with Canva.
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Defeat, Occupation, and Political Reconstruction

After World War II, Germany and Japan were occupied and politically reconstructed by
Allied powers. This is one of the strongest reasons to compare them. Both countries had built
powerful states that used nationalism and military force to pursue empire. Both were defeated.
Both then became stable postwar democracies. But the reconstruction process looked different in
each case.

Germany was divided into occupation zones controlled by the United States, Britain,
France, and the Soviet Union. The division hardened into the Cold War separation of West
Germany and East Germany. West Germany adopted the Basic Law in 1949, creating a federal
parliamentary democracy with strong constitutional protections. Federalism, judicial review, party
regulation, and protections for human dignity were designed partly as safeguards against the return
of dictatorship. East Germany, by contrast, became a socialist state aligned with the Soviet Union.
Germany remained divided until reunification in 1990 (OpenStax, 2022).

Japan was occupied primarily under U.S. leadership. The 1947 Constitution transformed
Japan into a parliamentary democracy and redefined the emperor as a symbol of the state rather
than a divine sovereign. Article 9 renounced war as a sovereign right and became central to Japan’s
postwar pacifist identity. Unlike Germany, Japan was not divided into separate states. The emperor
system survived, but in transformed symbolic form. This continuity made Japan’s reconstruction
different from Germany’s, where the Nazi regime was fully delegitimized and the country was
territorially divided (OpenStax, 2022).

These differences shaped postwar national identity. Germany’s postwar identity developed
through confrontation with Nazi crimes, division, democratic reconstruction in the West, and
eventual reunification. Japan’s postwar identity developed through pacifism, economic rebuilding,
alliance with the United States, and ongoing debate over wartime memory and constitutional

revision.
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Postwar Reconstruction in
Germany and Japan

CATEGORY GERMANY JAPAN
Occupation Divided among U.S., Britain, N : "
structure France, and the Soviet Union Primarily under U.S. occupation
. East/West division; West Germany 1947 Constitution establishes
Political result adopts Basic Law in 1949 parliamentary democracy
Symbolic Nazi regime fully delegitimized:; Emperor retained
break/continuity occupation led to division as symbolic figure

Strong limits on militarism;

. . Article 9 renounces war
NATO integration later

Military legacy

Long-term Nazi memory, division, Pacifism, defense debates,
identity issue reunification wartime memory

Figure 4. Postwar reconstruction in Germany and Japan. This chart compares how Allied occupation reshaped Germany
and Japan after World War 11, including constitutional redesign, military limits, and postwar political identity.
Source: Created by the author with Canva.

Current Political Structures

Today, Germany and Japan are both stable parliamentary democracies, but their institutions
reflect their different historical paths.

Germany is a federal parliamentary republic. Power is divided between the national
government and the Lander, or federal states. The Bundestag is the main legislative body, and the
chancellor serves as head of government. The Basic Law places strong emphasis on human dignity,
constitutional democracy, federalism, and limits on anti-democratic movements. These
institutional choices reflect Germany’s historical experience with authoritarianism, dictatorship,
war, division, and reunification (OpenStax, 2022).

Japan is a constitutional monarchy with a parliamentary system. The emperor serves as a
symbolic figure, while elected officials exercise governing authority. The National Diet is Japan’s
legislature, and the prime minister serves as head of government. Japan’s postwar constitution,

especially Article 9, continues to shape debates about national defense, pacifism, and Japan’s role
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in international security. The long dominance of the Liberal Democratic Party also gives Japan’s
political system a distinctive pattern of democratic continuity with one-party predominance
(OpenStax, 2022).

The comparison shows how history remains embedded in institutions. Germany’s
federalism and constitutional safeguards reflect the memory of authoritarian centralization and
Nazi rule. Japan’s symbolic emperor and pacifist constitution reflect both continuity and rupture

after imperial defeat. Both systems are democratic, but they carry different historical lessons.

Germany and Japan Today:
Political Structure Comparison

FEATURE GERMANY JAPAN

System type Federal parliamentary republic ngflligrﬁ';ieonrlg:,;ng%:iﬁh%g:th

Head of state Federal President Emperor
gocZ?:r:;nt Chancellor Prime Minister
Legislature Bundestag and Bundesrat National Diet

Constitutional

i 3 tituti : C
toundation Basic Law, 1949 Constitution of Japan, 1947
Federalism and safeguards Pacifism and symbolic
Postwar legacy against authoritarianism emperor system

Figure 5. Germany and Japan today: political structure comparison. This chart compares Germany and Japan’s current
political institutions, including system type, head of state, head of government, legislature, constitutional foundation, and
postwar historical legacy.

Source: Created by the author with Canva.

Avoiding the Single Story

A comparison of Germany and Japan must avoid reducing either country to a single
narrative. Germany is not only the story of Nazism, and Japan is not only the story of Pearl Harbor,
Hiroshima, or wartime empire. Both countries have longer histories of political transformation,

institutional reform, identity-building, conflict, defeat, and reconstruction.
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Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s warning about “the danger of a single story” is useful here.
A single story flattens people and places into one dominant image (Adichie, 2009). Comparative
politics works against that tendency by asking us to examine variation, context, sequence, and
evidence. Germany and Japan were both militarized imperial powers, but they were not identical.
Both became democracies after 1945, but they did so through different occupation structures,
constitutional settlements, and national memories.

The value of comparison is that it helps us see both similarity and difference. Germany and
Japan show that modern state formation can produce powerful institutions, but those institutions
can serve democratic, authoritarian, or imperial purposes. Nation-building can create solidarity,
but it can also be used to justify exclusion and violence. Postwar reconstruction can create
democratic institutions, but those institutions must still contend with historical memory and

political identity.

Conclusion

Germany and Japan show that state formation is not one process with one predictable
outcome. Germany became a modern state through the unification of fragmented territories under
Prussian leadership, with war-making playing a direct role in state-making. Japan became a
modern state through the Meiji Restoration, which centralized authority, reorganized
administration, and expanded state capacity in response to internal pressures and external threats.
Both countries used nationalism to strengthen state power, and both later pursued imperial
expansion that ended in catastrophic defeat.

After World War 11, both countries were reconstructed into democratic political systems,
but their postwar paths differed. Germany was divided, rebuilt around federal constitutional
democracy in the West, and later reunified. Japan retained the emperor as a symbolic figure,
adopted a pacifist constitution, and rebuilt as a parliamentary democracy under U.S. occupation.
These differences continue to shape their current political structures.

The broader lesson is that states are built through history. They are shaped by war, reform,
institutions, identity, memory, and external pressure. Germany and Japan remind us that modern

political order is never simply created once. It is built, damaged, rebuilt, debated, and remembered.
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Discussion Questions

1.
2.
3.

How did war-making shape Germany’s path to state formation differently from Japan’s?
In what ways did nationalism help build state power in both Germany and Japan?

How did the Meiji Restoration differ from German unification as a process of state
formation?

Why did World War II defeat lead to democratic reconstruction in both countries?

How do Germany and Japan show the importance of avoiding a single-story view of

political development?
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