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The “Taiwan Factor” in Japanese Pan-Asianism:
The Role of the Political Economy in the Struggle between
Japan Versus Britain and China over the Taiwan Straits

Masataka MATSUURA*

The aim of this paper, written from the angle of political and economic history, is to
shed light on the construction of the ideology of pan-Asianism that supported Japanese
imperialism and culminated in the “Greater East Asian War” in the 1930s and 1940s.
Earlier scholarship has often approached the subject of pan-Asianism from the
perspective of intellectual history, while largely ignoring the political and economic
context of the times. Such work put an emphasis on delineating the intellectual
connections between fascism, militarism, imperialism, and Asianism, which originated
in Tokugawa or Meiji periods, but made little effort to paint an “actual image” of
pan-Asianism. In addition, many empirical studies have described in detail the events
that led to the “Greater East Asian War” from the standpoint of diplomatic and military
history. Most of these studies, which describe political processes based on pluralistic
models, concentrate on issues such as Japan’s right of self-defense in the face of the
British and American economic embargo, the government’s reaction to the power
vacuum in Southeast Asia after the eruption of World War Il in Europe, and the debate
between the army’s northward position and the navy’s southward stance. However, few
of these studies concretely and empirically examine the meaning of ideology--the

communal mentality and thinking that pervaded foreign relations of the day. As a
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result, almost no historical work considers why an illogical ideology that proclaimed a
“holy war” against the “devilish Americans and British” carried Japan into a conflict
that it had no chance, economically or militarily, of winning. If such studies exist, they
are usually only in the form that ahistorically connect the U.S. government’s Japanese
Exclusion Act of 1924 with the attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941.

This paper, which relies on recent scholarship in the neighboring subfields of the
history of economic relations, imperialism, and the Chinese merchant community, is
part of a larger project that analyzes from a political and economic history perspective
the rise and spread of pan-Asianism during the Great Depression and after the
Manchurian Incident. This project regards pan-Asianism as the symbol of a new and
unprecedented international order, which differed from both the British and Chinese
imperial models, that Japanese leaders sought to create in the 1930s. They strove to
make Japan a “super empire” by overcoming the Great Depression and taking
advantage of the Manchurian Incident. My wider project places an emphasis on
examining the reorganization of economic relations, Chinese and Indian diasporas that
supported each empire on their peripheries, the subaltern colonialized peoples of each
empire, and the private and religious organizations that promoted pan- Asianism.

This essay specifically looks at the case of colonial Taiwan and Japanese leaders’
attempts to deploy pan-Asianism to influence Taiwanese, whose national identity was
influenced by both Japan and China and who maintained and expanded commercial
networks that spread from southern Chinese provinces such as Fujian, Guangdong, and
Guangxi to Southeast Asia. Through pan-Asianism, Japanese authorities sought to
separate China into spheres such as Manchuria, Mongolia, North China, South China,
Xinjiang, and other areas and then reorganize them with Southeast Asia into a
Japan-centered East Asian order. At the same time, they sought to eliminate the
influence of Western imperialism, particularly the British empire that depended on
Chinese merchants, by demolishing Butish economic privileges, to create a Japanese-
led “Asia for Asians.” I also analyze closely the role that leaders of the Great Asia
Society such as Matsui Iwane, Wachi Takaji, and Taketd Mineji played in the

development of pan-Asianism in Taiwan and South China.
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