
Abstract: This paper examines the ideologies informing the expansion of Japanese rule at 
c. 1900. The core feature discussed is the idea of tenka (天下; literally translated: all under 
heaven), constituting the group of ruled in terms of a universalist indigenat (kokumin 国民), 
which allowed its expansion beyond the Japanese archipelago at government discretion. 
The concept of the universalist indigenat, having been tied to the Confucian perception of 
the world as a well-ordered and change-absorbing entity, conflicted with the European 
concept of the nation as a particularistically conceived type of group, tied to the perception 
of the world as a dynamic and largely unruly entity. During the latter third of the nine-
teenth and the early years of the twentieth century, some Japanese intellectuals came to ap-
preciate the dynamism enshrined in the European perception of the world and worked it 
into established universalism. The fusion produced a powerful ideology of colonial expan-
sion targeted primarily at East and Southeast Asia as well as the South Pacific. By contrast, 
European military strategists and political theorists, unaware of the Japanese strategic con-
ceptions, expected that solely Russia formed the target of Japanese military expansion.
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INTRODUCTION:  
THE EMERGENT CLASH OF CONCEPTS OF RULE: 

UNIVERSALISM VERSUS TERRITORIALISM

How can the unprecedented expansion of Japanese rule over parts of East 
Asia and the South Pacific between 1872 and 1914 be explained? On the 
one hand, Seaton [2017] has constructed a metaphysical, apparently long-
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term process of expansion from a nucleus in the centre of the archipela-
go during the Nara Period (710–784) to the collapse of overseas colonial 
rule in 1945. On the other hand, Beasley and kublin [Beasley W.G. 1987: 
251, 254, 258; kublin H. 1959; Peattie M.R. 1984]1 have argued that the 
Meiji (1868–1912) and the Taishō (1912–1926) government2 pursued, from 
the 1890s, a long-term strategy of expansion focused upon economic gains 
by way of incrementally securing control over territorities in ever more 
remote areas, and based their argument on contemporary assessments 
mainly by British strategists [United Kingdom of Great… 1912: 210].3 Both 
explanations rest on the hypothesis that there was some grand strategy of 
expansion. But what is the evidence supporting this hypothesis? The first 
and foremost difficulty is that the hypothesis includes the systemic expec-
tation that, on principle, relations among states take place in a quasi-Hob-
besian “state of nature” without abidance by overarching norms. Against 
this expectation, however, up until the early nineteenth century, the inter-
course between states in East Asia as well as relations between East Asia 
and Europe reveal fundamental law-based patterns that were taken to ex-
ist as such, without having to be legislated in one form or another. These 
patterns included the understanding that, in each state, rulers were grant-
ed the power to regulate admission to territories under their control, spe-
cifically for traders; the wide-spread universalism as the underlying con-
cept of rule rendered spatial boundaries temporary and, in many cases, 
zonal. The ruled formed indigenats overarching hybridity and legal plu-
ralism. Thus, the sovereignty of Japan and her subjectivity under the un-
set law among states were taken as a matter of fact in East Asian as well 
as European perspective. In Japan, in line with the Chinese model,4 the 
well-researched universalist principle was valid according to which the 
territory of a ruler extended as far as the manifest control of that ruler 
reached from the centre to the periphery. In European perspective, China 
and Japan ranked as “empires” under a ruler, to whom, as the believed 

1 Peattie M.R. [1984] at 91−2 agrees with Kublin on principle but does not admit pure-
ly economic interests related to material gains, dominating all other motives.

2 I use the word „government“ as an institutional collective singular for the several in-
cumbent governments of the period to denote long-term continuities in polocy-making.

3 The economics-based interpretation of Japanese colonial rule goes back to work by 
Nitobe I. [1920].

4 For studies on the centre-periphery relations in East Asia on the Ch’ing Tributary 
System see Fairbank J. k., Teng S.Y. [1941]; Mancall M. [1970]; Gipouloux F. [2011]; Hama-
shita T. [1997]; Hevia J.L. [2009]; Perdue P.C. [2015]; Suzuki S. [2009: 34−55]; Tashiro k.  
[1982]; Wang G.-W. [2013: 131−152]. Zhāng Y., Buzan B.G. [2012]; Zhào T.Y. [2020: 50−121].
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overlord over several “kings”, European observers awarded the title “em-
peror” (imperator) suggesting the supremacy of this ruler and legal equali-
ty with rulers of the same rank in Europe. Norms of the unset law among 
states, derived from the perceived naturally given order of the world, were 
fairly strictly observed in relations between Europe and Japan.5 This came 
on record already early in the seventeenth century. In 1627, Pieter Nuyts, 
who had just been appointed Governor of the dutch East India Company 
(VOC) settlement in Taiwan, went on a mission to the Shōgun 将軍 but 
was eventually turned back. The Shogunal government carefully checked 
the letter of credence that Nuyts had received from company headquar-
ters at Batavia, concluded that Nuyts had not been dispatched by a sover-
eign, neither in Java nor in the Netherlands, and refused to admit him cit-
ing that the Shōgun would only receive emissaries dispatched by a ruler of 
equal rank. Nuyts accepted the argument and withdrew.6 Both sides un-
derwrote the principle of managed trade and the VOC implemented the 
government’s order to establish its trading sport on the artificial island of 
dejima in Nagasaki port [Dutch East India Company…: CLIx; Speelman C. 
1685: 189].

Completely in line with the natural-law tradition behind the universal-
ist concept of rule, the coastlines of the Japanese archipelago remained un-
defended well into the early nineteenth century, except for a few fortified 
spots spotted on the coast and despite early warnings against the possibil-
ity of invasions. Hence, to 1825, Japan was not a “closed country”.7 In that 
year, the Shogunal government responded to the increasing number of 
European and US-American ships cruising in the North Pacific, with some 

5 On the recognition of unset natural law in East and Southeast Asian perspective in, 
among others, the theoretical text Taj us-Salatin (The Crown of All kings, 1603) by Malayan 
author Bukhari al-Jauhari from Johor [Bukhari al-Jauhari 1603] see Weststeijn A. [2017: 23-
36]; Zachmann U.M. [2016: 167]. On the ranking of Japan as empire positioned above king-
doms (regna) see, among others, Brixianus Organtinus [1605: 206, 212]; Varenius B. [1673: 
chap. 4, 7; pp. 11−4, 21−3]. On the parallelism between East Asian and European natural 
law traditions see Maruyama M. [1952: 185, 204; 1974: 179-80, 196, 198, 200].

6 On the mission of Pieter Nuyts see Clulow A. [2013: 95−134]; Matsukata F. [2018: 
83−5].

7 The possibility of access to the archipelago was argued by Hayashi S. [1738–1793 
1785/1916], who portrayed the ocean as open to everyone. On this text see Amino Y. 
[1995; 2003]. The phrase “closed country” was created by Engelbert kaempfer [2001: 255]. 
Kaempfer described Japan, as he perceived it, as a territory to which non-Japanese persons 
had only strictly regulated access under close government surveillance. kaempfer’s phrase 
appeared in a Japanese rendering as sakoku 鎖国 first in 1801, in: Shizuki T. [1801/1914]. 
For studies see Ōshima A. [2005; 2006; 2009: 137-204]; Zöllner R. [2003].
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Russian vessels landing on the coast of Hokkaidō as well as in Nagasaki 
port, and came to the conclusion that some general rule had to be enact-
ed regulating access to the entire archipelago. It released the edict on the 
repulsion of foreign ships (Ikokusen uchiharai-rei 異国船内原玲令), which 
was to be used against all vessels arriving in Japan under American and 
European flags other than the dutch and remained in force until 1842.8

In the same year 1825, scholar Aizawa Seishisai (会沢正志斉, 1782–
1863), in a short text on the Japanese state, took an explicit stance against 
European penetration into the North Pacific, denouncing the crews of 
European ships as uncivilised barbarians from the far Western fringes 
of the permeable ecumene, in accordance with the conventional Chinese 
world picture [Gotenjiku-zu 五天竺図 (map of the world)…].9 The barbarians, 
he expected, wanted to establish trade relations for the sole purpose of spy-
ing in Japan and ruining the economy [Aizawa S. 1973: 94-5; Wakabayashi 
B.T. 1986: 200]. Aizawa’s comment put on record the emergent clash of 
concepts of rule. The clash was one between the Japanese universalist as 
well as inclusionist concept of rule, leaving the boundaries of the state un-
marked, and a particularist as well as exclusionist concept, demanding the 
unequivocal demarcation of state territory and informing the strategies 
and policies pursued by European and North American governments en-
gaged in activities in the North Pacific. Whereas East Asian universalism 
rooted in the naturally ordained legal order of the world, European and 
North American particularism rested on the postulated need for the de-
marcation of state territory and the positive recognition of these demarca-
tions in written agreements established under the European internation-
al law of treaties among states. By consequence, areas, including groups 
of islands, not being recognised in European and North American per-
spective as parts of state territory, could rank as lordless areas, ready for 
future European and North American occupation. The lack of compati-
bility of both conceptions of rule formed the background, against which 
governments in Europe and North America pursued strategies of expan-
sion in the North Pacific from the 1820s. From 1853, European and North 
American governments articulated these strategies with displays of mil-
itary potential and amplified them into the demand that Japan as a state 
should be “opened” for trade.

8 For a study of the edict of 1825 see Toby R.P. [1984: 168−230]; Tsuzuki C. [2000].
9 This type of world map remained productive to the end of the eighteenth century: 

original of 1749 in the kobe City Museum.
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TRANSFORMING THE STATE STRUCTURE  
ANd dESIGNING THE LOGIC OF THE ExPANSION  

OF GOVERNMENT CONTROL IN JAPAN

These strategies paved the way for the forced transformations of the state 
structure jointly with the adoption and modifications of European norms 
and values. As the pragmatics of these transformation processes have of-
ten been described,10 I shall not refer to them here. Instead, I shall focus on 
the response pursued by the Meiji and the Taishō government towards the 
external pressures under which they undertook to enforce the transfor-
mation. The most straightforward record of the intricacies involved in the 
transformation processes is a monograph, which katō Hiroyuki (加藤弘之, 
1836–1916), influential government advisor and rector of the Academy of 
Sciences, published in German in 1894 and in which he explicated his own 
program of expansion in terms of the establishment of Japan as a coloni-
al power.11 The text breathed the spirit of evolutionionist social Darwinist 
theories informing European ideologies of colonial rule, drew on borrow-
ings from nationalist and biologist European theories of state and socie-
ty, urged the government to launch a civilisation mission for the alleged 
perfection of humankind at large and gave expression to a dynamic, pro-
gressist perspective on the future. katō deemed colonial rule “natural”. In 
katō’s view, unlike in the previous natural-law tradition, nature was not 
a stabilising force of the world but a paradigm for justifying dynamic hu-
man action of various kinds, appearing to demand recognition as the force 
dominating law and morality. In his progressist perspective, katō envis-
aged the coming of a future world state, which he framed as a confeder-
ation under international, not municipal law. His future world state ap-
peared to him to be hierarchically ordered: “strong” states as holders of 
colonial rule and as manifestations of “civilisation” and “virility” were 
to dominate “weak”, “feminine” and “uncivilised” states. According to 
katō, colonial rule was unlawful and immoral but justified by “nature” 
as long as it served the ultimate purpose of bringing to perfection human-
kind through the expansion of “strong” states. As katō included Japan 
into the club of the “strong” states, she was, in his view, entitled to be in 

10 For a recent overview of the transformation see Takii k. [2007].
11 katō H. [1893: 177–86]. Similarly Tokutomi S. [1894: 1–2], who, in the course of the 

Sino-Japanese War, argued in favour of the expansion of Japanese rule through migration 
to China; also kaneko k. 1904a: 28.
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control of colonies. katō thus used the European ideology of colonial rule 
in order to justify colonial expansion in Japan.

katō’s program of colonial policy made explicit two fundamental fea-
tures of the foreign policy of the 1890s: first the accomplishment of legal 
and political equality with the European governments as apparent great 
powers and, second, the fusion of great-power status with colonial rule. 
The revision of the non-reciprocal treaties which the Japanese government 
had been forced to conclude with European and North American gov-
ernments between 1854 and 1869, was the first and foremost requirement 
for the accomplishment of legal and political equality with the European 
great powers.

This goal had been declared already in 1868 [Japan, Gaimushō… 1938].12 
katō did not even have to refer to it, even though, at the time of writ-
ing, all of the non-reciprocal treaties were still in force. But his arguments 
added to the pressure on the Meiji government to finally accomplish the 
revision. In 1893, the second feature of katō’s program awaited imple-
mentation. But he was setting the cornerstones for the Japanese strategy 
ready for use in the upcoming Sino-Japanese War of 1894/95, resulting 
in the subjection of Taiwan to Japanese colonial rule. The plan for the ex-
pansion of Japanese control beyond the archipelago did not only not con-
tradict its collective victimisation in consequence of European and North 
American penetration into East Asia and the North Pacific, but the initial 
victimisation was the condition for the subsequent emergence of the strat-
egy of colonial expansion.13 Moreover, the expansion was consistent with 
the adjustment of the traditional universalistic state structure to the pos-
itive legal regimes and progressist conceptions enshrined in the norma-
tive framework of the globalised European international system. In this 
system, the expansion of rule counted as a privilege of great powers and 
appeared to be implementable through the establishment of colonial rule. 
katō placed Japan as a hoard of stability and, at the same time, a catalyser 
of systemic change in this world of states.

However, the Meiji government did not take over katō’s program of co-
lonial expansion as a whole, but deviated from it with regard to two major 

12 Higashikuze M. [1992: 521 [entry on 12 February 1868 = 19th day of the first month 
of year keio 4]. The US envoy reported the communication on 16 February 1868; see Treat 
P.J. [1932: 344]. On treaty revision see Araki T.J. [1959]; Auslin M.R. [2004: 146−75]; Hora T. 
[1977]; Ishii k., Sekiguchi H. [1982]; Mitani H. [2006: 271−86]; Siebold A. [1900: 1−5, 40−8].

13 Thus explicitly katō H. [1870: 90]; kaneko k. [1904b]; Peace treaty of Shimonoseki… 
[1981].
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points. The first point concerned terminology. Whereas katō did not shy 
away from using words characteristic of European imperialist great-power 
ideology, the Meiji government carefully avoided the use of imperialist-co-
lonialist diction in its official statements and the denomination of its insti-
tutions. The second point referred to the concretisation of colonial adminis-
tration, as it became implemented after the conclusion of the Sino-Japanese 
War in 1895. While katō was ready to write off the states he ranked as 
“weak” and “uncivilised”, the Meiji government raised the advancement 
of “civilisation” to the main goal of its own program for the implementa-
tion of colonial rule with specific concern for Taiwan. That the Meiji gov-
ernment took these steps against katō’s theoretical advice, was the result of 
the reception into government policy of thought patterns of Pan-Asianism 
[[Takayama] 1930: 313; similarly Nitobe 1920: note 4, 120−1].14

BETWEEN ANTI-COLONIAL RESISTANCE  
ANd THE IMPOSITION OF COLONIAL RULE

Initially an ideology of anti-colonial resistance, Pan-Asianism stood against 
strategies towards the expansion of rule beyond Japan. This was so because 
the declared Pan-Asianist goal was the uniting of Asia, specifically East, 
Southeast and South Asia through the lifting of European colonial con-
trol. According to the demands of early Pan-Asianists, Japan as a state, af-
ter its self-liberation from European-imposed political inequality vis-à-vis 
the great powers, was given the obligation to liberate Asia through some 
“civilising” process (bunmeika 文明化).15 Pan-Asianism, however, soon 
came to serve as an ideological catalyser to the end of passing Japanese 
political influence in China as well as the intensification of Japanese rule 
in Taiwan and korea off as acts of the removal of European, specifical-
ly Russian, pressure and, further, of imposing Japanese “progress” upon 
East and Southeast Asia. Pan-Asianism thus was designed to kick off 
transformations following the Japanese model, thereby in turn advancing 

14 For the context of Panasianism see Aydin C. [2007: 54−9, 161−89]; Hiraishi N. [1998]; 
Hotta E. [2007: 75−106]; Miwa k. [2007]; Nakano R. [2013]; Saaler Sven [2011]; Takeuchi Y. 
[1963].

15 Thus Okakura T. [1903: 1, 5−8; 1943: 223]; kaneko k. [1904b: 197−8]. Already in 
1875 Fukuzawa Yukichi subsumed into this concept the increase of the internal strength 
of the Japanese state and the establishment of Japanese colonial rule over parts of Asia 
[Fukuzawa Y. 1875].
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the influence of the Japanese government [Sakuma S. 1916: 4−5]. But this 
line of argument had its flaws from the very beginning. domestic right-
wing critics of the government’s anti-Russian strategy argued that the war 
against Russia, apparently fought to remove alien control from East Asia, 
had jeopardised the security both of Japan and of East Asia. For, even if 
Russia had withdrawn from Chinese territory, other European govern-
ments were still there and would now threaten even Japan’s increased 
military strength while the Japanese armed forces were not ready to stand 
up against this threat. In Socialist perspective, the Meiji government ap-
peared not just to imitate practices of European colonial rule but also to 
take over all the evils to which Japan had been exposed before.16 The Meiji 
and, subsequently, the Taishō government, however, remained unim-
pressed by these brands of criticism. Instead, they felt encouraged to join 
their expansionist strategy with an ideology of liberation and did so on 
the basis of the alliance with the United kingdom. As late as in 1914, Pan-
Asianism provided the argumentative background for the formulation of 
Japan’s official war aims [Japanese declaration of war… 1914; on the alliance 
see Nish I.H. 1966].

Already during World War I, the Taishō government responded de-
fensively to critical junctures elsewhere in the world, which they took to 
be advantageous for themselves. Following the beginning of hostilities 
in the European war theatre, Japan issued to Germany an ultimatum on 
17 August 1914 demanding the withdrawal of German warships from East 
Asia, the dismantlement of ships that could not be withdrawn, and the 
surrender of the Shandong territory to Japanese control to the end of later 
returning Shandong to the Chinese government [Beer M. 1915: 369−70].

Yet neither the naval command and the government took any steps 
aimed at exploiting the newly occupied island worlds nor were they con-
cerned about issues relating to trade. A report on the administration of the 
islands that the Ministry of Education (Monbushō 文部省) released in 1916, 
neither featured statements concerning natural resources nor did it por-
tray the islands as target areas for future emigration.17 It was only in 1921 
that the government disptached a fact-finding mission, which produced 

16 Thus, for one, Ōkawa S. [1922: 13−18; 1926: 85-92]. For studies see Hashikawa B.  
[1964: 358]; Irie A. [1966: 4−8]; Ōmori M. [1999]; Szpilman C.W. [2015: 53−75]. For criticism 
from a Socialist perspecive see, first and foremost, kōtoku S. [1901: 19].

17 Japan, Monbushō [1916], only then taking up earlier proposals for settlement coloni-
alism, among others by Ukita k. [1901, 1902, 1909: 2].
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several research reports between 1925 and 1927.18 Hence, the argument is 
not tenable that, from the 1890s, there should have been a long-term gov-
ernment strategy of expansion focused exclusively on obtaining economic 
gains, and consistenly striving to expand the territory under their control 
by grabbing ever more remote outposts.

Under the revised Anglo-Japanese alliance agreement of 1911, the 
government, in 1917, granted support to the British fleet operating in the 
Mediterranean Sea against German submarines. In return, it obtained 
British recognition for its rule over the former German colonial depend-
encies in the South Pacific north of the Equator. The agreement of 1917 
was classified, whence the British government informed only the then bel-
ligerents among its allies, not the USA [Pauwels P.C. 1936: 28−30].19 The 
full contents of the agreement came to light only in the course of the Paris 
peace negotiations, when the Japanese delegation, backed by British sup-
port, requested confirmation for its control of the former German colonies 
in the South Pacific in the form of a League of Nations mandate.20 The con-
ference agreed, and the League of Nations issued a Class C Mandate in-
cluding the transfer of full sovereignty rights over the mandatory territo-
ries, thereby categorising the South Pacific islands as territories not ready 
for self-government in the long term [Maanen-Helmer E. 1929; Pauwels 
P.C. [1936: 30−73]. The US government recognised the mandate in the 
course of the Washington Conference.21

INSTITUTIONALISING COLONIAL RULE

Meanwhile, the Taishō government established the authorities required 
for the administration of the mandatory territories and waved the caution 
with which the Meiji government had employed European colonial termi-
nology [League of Nations, Mandate… 1920]. Initially, there had neither been 
specialised administrative agencies, as the various ministries in charge did 

18 Summarised in Japan, Monbushō [1927]. On the mandate administration see Clyde 
P.H. [1935]; Peattie M.R. [1988a: 186−90; 1988b: 243−67]; Purcell Jr. d.C. [1967: 146−246]; 
Yanaihara T. [1935].

19 For a study see Burkman T.W. [2008: 1−28]; Saxon T.d. [2000].
20 On the Japanese demands see Ninagawa A. [1919: 6−11]; Rōyama M. [1941: 28]; 

Shimada S. [1919: 19−24].
21 In the colonial powers, former colonial officials and other commentators reinforced 

fears of Japan as an aggrandising colonial power; see, among others, Schnee H. [1922; 
1941]; Seibold L. [1921].
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not pool their specific competences regarding colonial affairs, but main-
tained them regardless of whether domestic or colonial matters were con-
cerned [Yanaihara T. 1939: 23−8; 263−6, 268−71]. Nor had there been any 
specialised training for colonial administrators [Pauwels P.C. 1936: 80−1], 
even though Tokyo Imperial University and Waseda University had es-
tablished one teaching and research institute each for colonial studies in 
1908 and 1909 respectively and Hokkaidō University had operated a pro-
gram of colonial studies. The imperial edict of 30 March 1922 finally creat-
ed the South Sea Bureau (Nan’yō Chō 南洋庁) under the Prime Minister’s 
office. The Bureau was advised by the new interministerial Colonial Office 
(Takumu kyoku 拓夢省), and, in 1929, a fully-fledged Colonial Ministry 
came into existence (Takumu Shō 拓夢局). The official terms used for the of-
fice as well as the ministry, which was also in charge of the “development” 
(kaihatsu 開発) of Hokkaidō,22 reflected a developmentalist approach, 
through which the “civilisation” mission in the South Pacific island worlds 
was implemented in terms of practical administration [Pauwels P.C. 1936: 
75, 79–80; Yanaihara T. 1939: 253, note 31; Peattie M.R. 1988b: 244, note 25; 
duus P. 1992/1996].23 The Imperial Navy remained present in the territo-
ries while leaving the administration to civilians, and refrained from the 
building of major defence works in adherence to the League of Nations 
Covenant.24 Population groups having come under Japanese sway were 
to become adapted to Japanese cultural habits (kōminka 公民化), the adop-
tion was to lead to some rather nebulous progress of “civilisation” eventu-
ally resulting in the removal of European colonial rule. League of Nations 
rules for the administration of mandatory territores stood against the in-
clusion of the populations in the depending territories into an overarch-
ing Japanese collective identity. While applying the rhetoric of colonial-
ism, the the Taishō government like its predecessor, treated imperialism 
(teikokushugi 帝国主義) as a purely Western ideology.25

22 Already at the turn of the nineteenth century, Honda Toshiaki 本多利明 (1743–1820) 
had proposed that the government should colonise not just Hokkaidō but even kamchatka 
and should, after its complete refurbishing, establish its headquarters there: Honda T. 
[1970: 160].

23 For evidence on the developmentalism practised by the Japanese colonial adminis-
tration see Hirano Y., kiyono k. [1942: 234]. For a study see kibata Y. [2002].

24 Edict by the South Sea Bureau, dated 11 October 1922, in: Japan, Nan’yō chō…[1927: 
Annex (s.p.)]. On the edict see Pauwels P.C. [1936: 78]. For the “industries” see Japan, 
Nan’yō chō…[1930: 19]. For a study see Peattie M.R. [1988a: 126–32].

25 On the notion of imperialism (teikokushugi 帝国主義) as a matter of the West see 
Wallentowitz A. [2011: 261].
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The conceptualisation and implementation of Japanese government co-
lonial policy and administration stood in stark contrast against European 
practices. Whereas European governments opted either for the segrega-
tion of their nationals from populations in the colonial dependencies, most 
radically the German government to 1918, or, as the French government, 
demanded the assimilation of select people who had been isolated from 
their cultural backgrounds, the Taishō government, after initial hesitation 
to adopt the European colonialist terminology, integrated into its admin-
istration some aspects of colonial and domestic affairs on the one side, 
while, on the other side, it made efforts to separate the collective identi-
ties of the archipelago from those of populations in the dependencies and 
never imposed a single overarching legal framework over them [Japan, 
Takumushō…1937-1938; Japan, Takumushō… 1938].26

In brief, the often recorded matter-of-factness turns consistent, with 
which, around 1900, contemporarary theorists were ready to fuse the ter-
ritorial boundedness of the Japanese state (as “Empire”) with expansionist 
ideologies, promoted Pan-Asianism as an ideology of anti-colonial libera-
tion and ascribed to the government titles to rule over territories and pop-
ulations beyond the archipelago, spotted mainly in Southeast Asia and 
the South Pacific (nanshin 南進) [Shiga S. 1889].27 This fusion was by no 
means expression of the lack of intellectual penetration into purportedly 
stern principles of state reason and their rejection in favour of plain emo-
tions; instead, the fusion was the result of the fitting of the tradition of 
the universalist concept of rule into the structures and procedures of the 
European international system.

EUROPEAN RESPONSES TO JAPANESE ExPANSIONISM

during the period leading up to World War I, Japanese expansionist ide-
ologies appeared to boost policies that peaked in the Russo-Japanese War. 
The war eventually emerged as the turning-point in the European assess-
ment of the fighting power of the Japanese armed forces compared to their 
Russian adversary. Whereas the anti-colonialist push of Pan-Asianism 
had been noticed in Europe already in the aftermath of the Sino-Japanese 

26 For studies see Gotō k. [1992]; Hatano S. [1986]; Lynn H.-G. [1998: 91].
27 For studies see Gavin M. [2004a; 2004b: 65–98, 163–4]. Maeda A. [1973]; Miwa k. 

[1967: 140–89; 1970]; Peattie M.R. [1996: 198]; Shimizu H. [1991].
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War of 1894/95,28 Russian defeat in 1905 appeared to suggest, specifically 
to German [Lauenstein O. 1905; Deutsches Reich… 1908: 126-7] military an-
alysts, that on the one side, the likelihood of a Russian attack on a state in 
Central Europe was declining due to apparently wavering “moral deter-
mination” of the Russian fighting force, while, on the other, the threat of 
a Japanese attack on Russian territory in continental Northeast Asia was 
growing [Marmande R. 1904: 322−3; Stead A. 1904]. In turn, this prospect 
had implications for war planning mainly in the German Empire, as the 
declining probability of a Russian attack on Central Europe appeared to 
suggest that, under the constraints of the presumed secret military alliance 
between France and Russia, German armed forces might be in a position 
of attacking France on their western front without having to fear a simul-
taneous threatening Russian relief attack on their eastern front [Seligmann 
M.S. 2007: 116−22].

By 1905, the General Staff came to expect that the German armed forces 
would suffice to stand against a combined invasion by Russian and French 
forces, that the diminished Russian fighting force could be defeated with 
the German peacetime contingents deployed on the Eastern front and that, 
by consequence, the main fighting force could be shifted to the Western 
front against France. The General Staff even arrived at the conclusion that, 
Russia’s military strength failing due to its defeat in 1905, a French pre-
ventive attack on Germany was unlikely, because, so the General Staff be-
lieved, Russia as France’s alliance partner was not ready for an offensive 
move against the German Empire. Consequently, the German side expect-
ed that the French army, although prepared for war, would remain in de-
fensive positions, most likely behind its line of fortifications on the French 
eastern front, would await a German attack and retaliate massively. The 
German side also assumed that the French military command had intelli-
gence concerning German plans for offensive action and expected that the 
German armed forces would not directly attack the French line of fortifica-
tions but would lead their right wing through Belgium to circumvent the 
French fortifications in the north and attack from the rear [Schlieffen A. 
1905; Greiner H. no date: fol. 95].

28 Falkenegg Ledersteger A.P. 1905: 26, 46, 52]. Telegraphic Message by Sir C. Scott, 
British representative at St Petersburg, to the Marquess of Lansdowne [Scott C. 1901]. For 
comments see Seligmann M.S. [2007].



45The Ideological Background of Japanese Expansionism, c. 1900

CONCLUSION: COLONIAL IdEOLOGY AS A RESPONSE TO 
EUROPEAN PENETRATION INTO EAST  

ANd SOUTHEAST ASIA  
AS WELL AS THE SOUTH PACIFIC

In conclusion, the Meiji government, in its bid for recognition as a great 
power, based its adoption of European ideologies of colonial rule not only 
upon careful analysis but also upon ruthless assessment of its own inter-
ests, which it sought to pursue when circumstances appeared to be favour-
able. By contrast, the European response to the Japanese modification of 
European colonial ideologies boosted misperceptions which, in turn, sup-
ported the formation of illusionary war plans. Contrary to the recognisa-
ble Japanese policy of grabbing opportunities as they were coming along, 
European military planning postulated the pursuit of some grand strategy 
as the platform for the Japanese policy of colonial expansion at Russian ex-
pense. However, the perception of Japanese colonial rule as the outflow of 
some strategic design was the product of European imagination that had 
little in common with Japanese government intentions. European strate-
gists assessed Japanese war-making capability solely according to its im-
pact on Russian war-making capability while overlooking the upcoming 
Japanese military threat on European positions in continental East as well 
as Southeast Asia and the South Pacific. Consequently, European military 
planning was based on miscalculations serious enough to induce German 
ambassador in Japan Graf von Rex to telegraph to Qīngdăo as late as on 
9 August 1914 the message that Japan would not move against the place 
[Reported in: Vollerthun W. 1920: 32; Ostwald P. 1922: 162].

during the first decade of the twentieth century, an information gap 
arose between Europe and Japan and favoured Japanese diplomats, pol-
iticians and military strategists, all of whom, at high cost and with great 
intellectual effort, acquired knowledge about Europe, as if by way of en-
emy research. By contrast, European “world politicians” – no less nation-
alist than their Japanese rivals – had no means to close the information 
gap in the short term. They did not take notice of the early expansionist 
proposals for “Southward Advance” (nanshin 南進) but, relying on dubi-
ous material issued by militant secret societies [Jacob F. 2014; Joos J. 2011; 
Norman E.H. 1944], persuaded themselves that Japanese expansion was 
targeted solely at Northeast Asia, and believed that only Russia was the 
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target. “World politics”,29 in its then technical meaning, rested on the pos-
tulate of the reciprocal global interdependence of all military and polit-
ical decisions of the self-appointed great powers potentially relating to 
every spot on the surface of the planet, and demanded the making of com-
plex abstract scenarios of possible responses to decisions that had been 
taken, were in the making or to be expected, often to be worked out un-
der acknowledged conditions of poor information. On its own side, since 
the end of the Russo-Japanese War, the Meiji and the Taishō government 
took several steps to demand connectivity in terms of seeking recogni-
tion as politically equal great power and pursued an offensive policy of 
world market penetration and cultural internationalism [Irie A. 1997: pas-
sim, esp. 37, 44−7]. However, it met, to put it mildly, with reluctance on 
the side of members of the club of self-appointed great powers. When, 
during the Paris Peace Conference, the Japanese delegation advanced its 
proposal to supplement the Wilsonian demand for the recognition of the 
freedom of religious practice, suggesting the insertion into the League of 
Nations Covenant the obligation to acknowlegde the “equal and just treat-
ment in every respect making no distinctions, either in law or in fact, on ac-
count of their race or nationality”, thereby again acting in conformity both 
with established universalism and Pan-Asianist ideology, US President 
Woodrow Wilson suppressed the debate arguing that it was mandatory 
“to quiet discussion that raises national differences and racial prejudices” 
[Shimazu N. 1998: 127; 2006: 149−70]. Australian Prime Minister William 
Morris (“Billy”) Hughes (in office 1915–1923) concluded more bluntly: 
“The proposition is this: either the Japanese proposal means something 
or it means nothing. If the former, out with it; if the latter, why have it.” 
[partly printed in: Macmillan M. 2001: 328]. The proposal led nowhere but, 
in retrospect, provoked diplomat Shidehara kijūrō 幣原喜重郎 (1872–1951) 
to identify the problems arising from the use of English as lingua franca at 
the international level. Shidehara, who was well versed in English, com-
plained about Japanese delegates at the conference having repeatedly fall-
en victim to racist prejudice, mainly due to lack of command of a foreign 
language. He noted that the inappropriate use of a foreign language had 
exposed Japanese delegates to ridicule and sarkasm. Even more serious 
was, in Shidehara’s view, lack of familiarity with European negotiation 
styles. He thus warned against participation at international conferences 

29 On record in contemporary theory in Hintze O. [1907; 1917: 117−8]; Riezler k. [1907; 
1913: 197−247; 1914: 23, 184−5].
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which might even jeopardise the Japanese state or at least put its delega-
tions at the mercy of other participants [Shidehara k. 1955: 136−7].30

The adaptation of the dynamism introduced into Japanese politi-
cal thought the revisionism necessary for the fabrication of a progressist 
colonial ideology as a response to European penetration into East and 
Southeast Asia as well as the South Pacific and precipitated the wars in 
East Asia and the Pacific 1931–1945. Often poorly equipped with informa-
tion, usually lacking knowledge of East Asian languages and largely una-
ware of the revisionist push behind Japan’s strategy, most European strat-
egists, political decision-makers amd intellectuals around 1900 expected 
that Russia was the overall target of the expansion of Japanese rule and, 
in taking this view, unwillingly paved the way themselves for the eventu-
al removal, after much further bloodshed, of European control of East and 
Southeast Asia and the largest part of the South Pacific.
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