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Glossary 

(Han-)Ajiashugi – (汎)アジア主義 – (pan-)Asianism 

An ideology which, nominally at least, promoted Asian solidarity and cooperation. Emerged 

mostly in the early 20th century, and like many pan-movements was often associated with 

nationalism and expansionism. 

Genrō – 元老 – Elder Statesmen 

A tiny group of political elites who served as advisors to the Emperor from 1868-1940. They 

wielded significant political influence and were allowed to select Prime Ministers. All 

members were part of the Meiji oligarchy. 

Hakkō ichiu – 八紘一宇  – The Eight Corners of the World Under One Roof 

A political slogan popularised during the Second Sino-Japanese War. It originated from a 

supposed statement by the legendary Emperor Jimmu about uniting the world under Imperial 

rule. The term was popularised by Nichiren Buddhist scholar, Tanaka Chigaku in the early 

twentieth century. 

Heiminshugi – 平民主義 – Commonerism 

A form of political advocacy which focused on the democratic rights of commoners as 

opposed to elites. Though it was not a social theory, it differed from Minponshugi in its 

advocacy of “People Power”.  

Kokutai – 国体 – National Polity 

A conservative conception of national polity, which focused on the eternal, immutable 

aspects of Japan’s “National Essence”. Rooted in identity, not just the structure of political 

authority. Positioned the Emperor as head of the Kokutai, rather than as an organ of the 

political state [seitai]. 

Kyōdōtai – 共同体 – Regional Community 

An intellectual conception of regional, voluntary community which was later used in state 

rhetoric to promote Japan’s “pan-Asian” war aims. 
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Meishuron – 盟主論 – Japan-as-leader  

Typically understood as a “type” of pan-Asianism which promoted Japanese leadership in 

Asia, as opposed to earlier “Sinic” and “Teaist” forms. 

Minponshugi – 民本主義 – Imperial Democracy 

A theory of politics promulgated by Yoshino Sakuzo, which emphasised the principle of 

people-based rule as opposed to people-led rule [heiminshugi/minshushugi]. 

Minshushugi – 民主主義 – People’s Democracy 

A theory of politics derived from Western liberalism/democracy which advocated for the rule 

of “the people”, and equal representation of them in government. 

Ōdō  – 王道 – The Kingly Way 

A Confucian ideal of “benevolent” Imperial rule, as opposed to “despotic” rule. Prevalent in 

Japanese discourse on Manchukuo in the 1930s, and more broadly in expansionist rhetoric. 

Shisōsen – 思想戦 – Thought War 

A term used to denote the moral war being waged with the West for ideological supremacy, 

this term was used interchangeably with ‘war of propaganda’ [sendensen]. Aimed to mobilise 

“national-thought” behind the state. 

Sonnō jōi – 尊皇王攘夷 – Revere the Emperor, Expel the Barbarians  

A political philosophy and social movement which emerged in the 1850s and 1860s opposing 

the Tokugawa Shogunate and Westernisation. Played a major role in the Meiji Restoration. 

Taisei Junnō – 大勢順応 – World Trends 

A conception of domestic politics which positions it within broader global political changes. 

Discourse primarily emerged in the 1920s/30s and emphasised the need to adapt in line with 

the successes and failures of certain political philosophies on a global scale. 
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Tenkō – 転向 – Ideological Reversal/Apostasy 

Primarily refers to ‘political apostasy’ of Japanese socialists and liberals c. 1925-1945. Tenkō 

was either a direct renunciation of ideals, or a general abandonment of previous principles. 

Tenkō was often performed under duress or threat of imprisonment. 

Zaibatsu – 財閥 – Business Conglomerates 

Large industrial or financial conglomerates which exercised significant control over the 

Japanese economy from 1868-1945. These conglomerates were heavily involved in politics 

and overseas expansionism, especially in Manchuria. 
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Note on Text 

 

Japanese/Chinese names are given in the order Surname, First Name. Romanisation uses the 

Hepburn and Pīnyīn systems. Proper nouns are not italicised. 
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“When we pursue a dream in a world of dreams, we enter 

yet another dream. So let me sing of fallen flowers. Let me 

act out a play of fallen flowers” 

Miyazaki Tōten, 1902 
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Introduction 

The transformation of pan-Asianism offers a fascinating insight into the multi-faceted 

nature of policy formation and the malleability of ideology. While pan-Asianism has typically 

been understood as an ideology driven by ultranationalists, and a legitimising discourse 

promoting Japanese expansionism, this dissertation attempts to examine the moderate, liberal 

and internationalist roots of the ideology.1 Furthermore, it challenges assertions that the 1930s 

represented a political breaking point from the 1920s, and instead demonstrates the gradualist 

                                                             
1 For works on nationalism concerning pan-Asianism see: Delmer M. Brown, Nationalism in Japan: An Introductory 
Historical Analysis (Berkeley: University of California, 1955); Hilary Conroy, ‘Government versus "Patriot": The 
Background of Japan's Asiatic Expansion’, Pacific Historical Review, 20 (1951), 31-42; Hilary Conroy, ‘Japanese 
Nationalism and Expansionism’, The American Historical Review, 60 (1955), 818-829; Richard Storry, A History of 
Modern Japan (London: Cassell, 1960); Richard Storry, The Double Patriots: A Study of Japanese Nationalism 
(London: Chatto and Windus, 1957); Herbert E. Norman, ‘The Genyosha: A Study in the Origins of Japanese 
Imperialism’, Pacific Affairs, 17 (1944), 261-284, (p. 261). 
 
For recent works about pan-Asianism which focus on nationalism see: Sven Saaler and Christopher W. A. Szpilman, 
Pan-Asianism: A Documentary History, ed. by Sven Saaler and Christopher W. A. Szpilman, 2 vols (Plymouth, UK: 
Rowman and Littlefield, 2011); Sven Saaler and J. Victor Koschmann, Pan-Asianism in Modern Japanese History: 
Colonialism, regionalism and borders, ed. by Sven Saaler and J. Victor Koschmann (London: Routledge, 2007); Eri 
Hotta,  Pan-Asianism and Japan’s War: 1931-45 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007). 
 
For view of liberalism and pan-Asianism as incompatible see: J. Victor Koschmann, ‘Asianism’s Ambivalent Legacy’, 
in Network Power: Japan and Asia (Ithaca: Cornell University, 1997), pp. 83-112, (p. 84). 
 
For contemporary collation of nationalism and pan-Asianism see: Charles B. Fahs, ‘Recent Japanese Politics’, 
Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 193 (1937), 145-149. 
 
For sources on ultranationalist pan-Asianism see: Genyōsha Shashi Hensankai, Genyōsha Shashi [The Official 
History of the Genyōsha] (Tokyo: Genyōsha Shashi Hensankai, 1917), trans. by Joel Joos, in Pan-Asianism: A 
Documentary History, ed. by Sven Saaler and Christopher W. A. Szpilman, 2 vols (Plymouth, UK: Rowman and 
Littlefield, 2011), I, pp. 64-68; Kokuryūkai, ‘Kokuryūkai Sōritsu Shui’ [Foundation Gist of the Kokuryūkai] (1901), 
trans. by Sven Saaler, in Pan-Asianism: A Documentary History, ed. by Sven Saaler and Christopher W. A. Szpilman, 
2 vols (Plymouth, UK: Rowman and Littlefield, 2011), I, pp. 126-127; Uchida Ryōhei, ‘Jo’ [Preface], in Ajia Taikan 
[Overview of Asia], ed. by Kokuryūkai Shuppanbu (Tokyo: Kokuryūkai Shuppanbu, 1918), trans. by Sven Saaler, in 
Pan-Asianism: A Documentary History, ed. by Sven Saaler and Christopher W. A. Szpilman, 2 vols (Plymouth, UK: 
Rowman and Littlefield, 2011), I, pp. 127-128; Uchida Ryōhei, ‘The Asian Review and the Kokuryu-kai’, The Asian 
Review, 1 (1920), 3-5, in Pan-Asianism: A Documentary History, ed. by Sven Saaler and Christopher W. A. Szpilman, 
2 vols (Plymouth, UK: Rowman and Littlefield, 2011), I, pp. 128-130. 
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transformation of political thought.2 Since Tsurumi Shunsuke’s seminal work these 

transformations have typically been understood as acts of tenkō [political apostasy], but this 

explanation fails to fully explain how Taishō liberalism laid the foundations for Shōwa 

authoritarianism.3 Consequently, preconceived notions of ideologies have limited 

understanding of how “liberals” came to accept and support exclusionary, authoritarian 

government. I seek to humanise these intellectuals, who are often portrayed at various 

extremes, to rationalise their actions, and hence provide an explanation for this ideological 

shift.4 For this examination of prominent intellectuals, pan-Asianism provides invaluable insight 

into the ever-changing conceptions of identity and international role. 

Pan-Asianism was first portrayed by Takeuchi Yoshima as a ‘tendency’ in thought, rather 

than an ideology with ‘clearly identifiable contents’; regrettably this non-doctrinal approach 

often lies forgotten.5 As a highly diverse and fragmented “ideology”, historiography on pan-

                                                             
2 Brown, Nationalism in Japan; W. G. Beasley, The Modern History of Japan (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 
1963); James L. McClain, Japan: A Modern History (New York: W. W.  Norton & Company, 2002); Yasaka Takaki, 
‘World Machinery and the Asia Monroe Doctrine’ (1932), in Imperial Japan and the World, 1931-1945, ed. by 
Anthony Best, 2 vols (Oxford: Routledge, 2011), II, pp. 43-54. 
 
For assertions of military takeover see: H. Vere Redman, ‘Japan governed by “the Camp”’ (1934), in Imperial Japan 
and the World, 1931-1945, ed. by Anthony Best, 2 vols (Oxford: Routledge, 2011), I, pp. 48-55; Frederick Moore, 
With Japan’s Leaders: An Intimate Record of Fourteen Years as Counsellor to the Japanese Government, Ending 
December 7, 1941 (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1942), p. 14; Hilary Conroy, ‘Japan's War in China: An 
Ideological Somersault’, Pacific Historical Review, 21 (1952), 367-379. 
3
 For seminal works on tenkō see: Shunsuke Tsurumi, ‘Tenko kenkyū’, in Tsurumi Shunsuke shū, 9 vols (Tokyo: 

Chikuma Shobō, 1991), IV; Shunsuke Tsurumi, An Intellectual History of Wartime Japan, 1931-1945 (London: KPI, 
1982); Masao Maruyama, Thought and Behaviour in Modern Japanese Politics, ed. by Ivan Morris (London: Oxford 
University, 1963). 
 
For a detailed analysis of state efforts to induce tenkō see: Max Ward, The Problem of “Thought”: Crisis, National 
Essence and the Interwar Japanese State (Michigan: UMI Dissertation Publishing, 2011), pp. 109-349. 
4 For failure to attribute war-responsibility to moderates see: Kevin M. Doak, ‘Building National Identity through 
Ethnicity: Ethnology in Wartime Japan and After’, The Journal of Japanese Studies, 27 (2001), 1-39, pp. 2-3. 
5
 Takeuchi Yoshima, ‘The Prospect of Asianism’, in Asianism in Modern Japanese Thought, IX, p. 12, cited in Sven 

Saaler, Pan-Asianism in Meiji and Taisho Japan – A Preliminary Framework (Tokyo: German Institute of Japanese 
Studies, 2002), p. 64. 
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Asianism remains in its nascent phase, with only three comprehensive works in English.6 

Likewise, there are only a few major books, even in Japanese, on Taishō politics; and English-

language literature has inevitably lagged.7 This work attempts to synthesise a broad array of 

histories, biographies and primary sources to present an account that cuts across the dominant 

narrative threads, examining pan-Asianism’s intellectual and reformist nature within a political 

context. While existing literature regarding pan-Asianism concerns itself foremost with 

overseas activism, I attempt a re-interpretation situated in domestic politics.8 Foremost, this 

dissertation is an examination of moderate intellectuals who have received little attention as a 

consequence of standing outside mainstream narratives about the growth of Japanese 

nationalism.9 Though many of these individuals have been positioned as diametrically opposed, 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
 
For a good introduction to the historiography on pan-Asianism see: Cemil Aydin, ‘Japan’s Pan-Asianism and the 
Legitimacy of Imperial World Order, 1931-1945’, Japan Focus, 6 (2008), pp. 1-32. 
 
For the only overview of global pan-movements see: Louis L. Synder, Macro-Nationalism: A History of the Pan-
Movements (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1984). 
 
For the relation of pan-movements to totalitarianism see Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (New York: 
Schocken Books, 2004), pp. 287-340. 
6 The three comprehensive works are: Saaler, Pan-Asianism: A Documentary History; Saaler, Pan-Asianism in 
Modern Japanese History; Hotta, Pan-Asianism and Japan’s War (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007). 
7
 There are only three detailed English-language works on Taishō politics: Peter Duus, Party Rivalry and Political 

Change in Taishō Japan (Cambridge: Harvard University, 1968); Sharon Minichiello, Retreat From Reform: Patterns 
of Political Behaviours in Interwar Japan (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1984); Bernard S. Silberman and H. 
D. Harootunian, Japan in Crisis: Essays on Taishō Democracy, ed. by Bernard S. Silberman and H. D. Harootunian 
(Michigan: The University of Michigan, 1974). 
 
For a detailed history of Japanese democracy and political thought see: Robert A. Scalapino, Democracy and the 
Party Movement in Prewar Japan: The Failure of the First Attempt (Berkeley: University of California, 1967). 
8
 Saaler, Pan-Asianism: A Documentary History; Saaler, Pan-Asianism in Modern Japanese History; Hotta, Pan-

Asianism and Japan’s War (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007). 
9 For works about nationalism see: Brown, Nationalism in Japan; W. G. Beasley, Japanese Imperialism: 1894-1945 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987); Beasley, The Modern History of Japan; Conroy, ‘Government versus "Patriot"’; 
Conroy, ‘Japanese Nationalism and Expansionism’; Stephen S. Large, ‘Nationalist Extremism in Early Shōwa Japan:  
Inoue Nisshō and the 'Blood-Pledge Corps Incident', 1932’, Modern Asian Studies, 35 (2001), 533-564; Hillis Lory, 
Japan’s Military Masters (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1973); Sven Saaler, ‘The Kokuryukai (Black Dragon Society) 
and the Rise of Nationalism, Pan-Asianism, and Militarism in Japan, 1901-1925’, International Journal of Asian 
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this is vastly reductionist and fails to account for their transition from anti-government actvists, 

to reformists, to state supporters. Indeed, the delineation between “pro” and “anti-Western”, 

or “liberal” and “illiberal” is often a false one, which fails to realise the complexity of individual 

ideologies.10 It is vital to forget preconceived notions of ideological frameworks, liberalism 

could be highly imperialist, internationalism could be regionalist, and resultantly the ‘liberals’ of 

the 1920s bore striking resemblance to the ‘fascists’ of the 1930s.11 Even the ideologies of the 

most extreme “rightists” of the pre-war period did not neatly align with those of the state; they 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
Studies, 11 (2014), 125-160; Sven Saaler, ‘The Kokuryūkai, 1901-1920’, in Pan-Asianism: A Documentary History, ed. 
by Sven Saaler and Christopher W. A. Szpilman, 2 vols (Plymouth, UK: Rowman and Littlefield, 2011), I, pp. 121-126. 
10 For this delineation see: Matsumoto Kenichi, ‘Okakura Tenshin and the Ideal of Pan-Asianism’, in Okakura 
Tenshin and Pan-Asianism: Shadows of the Past, ed. by Brij Tankha (New Delhi: Global Oriental, 2009), pp. 11-21; 
Brij Tankha, ‘Okakura Tenshin: “Asia is One,” 1903’, in Pan-Asianism: A Documentary History, ed. by Sven Saaler 
and Christopher W. A. Szpilman, 2 vols (Plymouth, UK: Rowman and Littlefield, 2011), I, pp. 93-96; Brij Tankha, 
‘Okakura Tenshin: Writing a Good History upon a Modern Plan’, in Okakura Tenshin and Pan-Asianism: Shadows of 
the Past, ed. by Brij Tankha (New Delhi: Global Oriental, 2009), pp. 27-48. 
  
For works which better represent this complexity see: Peter Duus, ‘Nagai Ryūtarō: The Tactical Dilemmas of 
Reform’, in Personality in Japanese History, ed. Albert M. Craig and Donald H. Shively (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1970), pp. 399-424; Cemil Aydin, The Politics of Anti-Westernism in Asia: Visions of World Order in 
Pan-Islamic and Pan-Asian Thought (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007); Dick Stegewerns, ‘The dilemma 
of nationalism and internationalism in modern Japan: national interest, Asian brotherhood, imperial cooperation 
or world citizenship?’, in Nationalism and Internationalism in Imperial Japan: Autonomy, Asian brotherhood, or 
world citizenship?, ed. by Dick Stegewerns (London: Routledge, 2003), pp. 3-16. 
 
11

 For similar literature on the origins of totalitarianism in a European context see: Karl Dietrich Bracher, The 
German Dictatorship: The Origins, Structure and Effects of National Socialism, trans. By Jean Steinberg 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1970), pp. 183-204; Bracher, pp. 342-358; William Sheridan Allen, The Nazi Seizure of 
Power: The Experience of a Single German Town, 1930-1935 (London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1966), pp. 47-64; Kurt 
Sontheimer, ‘Anti-democratic Thought in the Weimar Republic’, in The Path to Dictatorship, 1918-1933, trans. by 
John Conway (New York: Anchor Books, 1966), pp. 32-49; Gregory M. Luebbert, Liberalism, Fascism, or Social 
Democracy: Social Classes and the Political Origins of Regimes in Interwar Europe (New York: Oxford University, 
1991), pp. 234-316; Renzo De Felice, Interpretations of Fascism, trans. by Brenda Everett (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1977); Arendt; Juan J. Linz, Totalitarian and Authoritarian Regimes (London: Lynne Rienner, 2000). 
 
For theoretical work on the continuity between democracy, reformism and authoritarianism see: J. L. Talmon, The 
Origins of Totalitarian Democracy (London: Secker & Warburg, 1952). 
 
For works which suggest Shōwa imperialism was a  reaction against rather than continuity of Taishō liberalism see: 
Shūichi Katō, ‘Taishō Democracy as the Pre-Stage for Japanese Militarism’, in Japan in Crisis: Essays on Taishō 
Democracy, ed. by Bernard S. Silberman and H. D. Harootunian (Michigan: The University of Michigan, 1974), pp. 
217-236, (p. 218). 
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had complex motivations outside of nationalism, and often opposed the very policies they set 

in motion. 

Early discussion of pan-Asianism was overwhelmingly simplistic, with Delmer Brown 

describing pan-Asian expansionism as ‘fanaticall[y]’ nationalist.12 There remains a tendency to 

ascribe pan-Asian thought to long-term nationalism, embedded in the Japanese national 

psyche.13 Though the recent works by Eri Hotta, Sven Saaler and Christopher Szpilman 

successfully challenge the assumption that pan-Asianism was purely a legitimising strategy, 

their narratives are a polarising ones, which overemphasise ideological dichotomies, despite 

claims to represent pan-Asianism’s amorphous nature.14  Their analyses of pan-Asianism as 

primarily a form of ‘cultural regionalism’ are certainly useful, as this represented the 

mainstream of pan-Asianism, yet by focusing so intently on culturalist pan-Asianism they fail to 

fully represent reformist tendencies.15 By examining activists rather than intellectuals, Szpilman 

and Saaler narrate pan-Asianism’s gradual transition from anti-government activism to state 

ideology, without necessarily explaining it. Attempts to narrowly define any ideology or faction 

are limited, and Hotta’s three categorisations of pan-Asianism are oversimplistic, homogenising 

                                                             
12

 Brown, Nationalism in Japan, p. vi; Cemil Aydin, The Politics of Anti-Westernism in Asia, p. 2. 
13

 Frederick Dickinson, War and National Reinvention: Japan in the Great War, 1914-1919 (Massachusetts: Harvard 
University, 2001). 
14

 For generalist characterisations of pan-Asianism as legitimising discourse see: John Dower, War Without Mercy: 
Race and Power in the Pacific War, (New York: Pantheon Books, 1993); L. M. Cullen, A History of Japan, 1582-1941: 
Internal and External Worlds (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003); Bruno Lasker, ‘Propaganda as an 
Instrument of National Policy’, Pacific Affairs, 10 (1937), 152-160, (p. 155). 
 
For examples of legitimising discourse see: Arita Hachirō, Japan’s Diplomacy: Its Aims and Principles (Tokyo: The 
Japan Times & Mail, 1939); Emperor Hirohito, ‘The Jewel Voice Broadcast’ [Gyokuon-hōsō] (1945) 
<http://www.worldwarii.org/p/jewel-voice-broadcast-was-radio.html> [Accessed 07 April 2017]; Imperial Rescript 
Relating to The Declaration of War on the United States and Great Britain (1941) 
<https://www.bonhams.com/auctions/21651/lot/242/> [Accessed 07 April 2017]. 
15

 Christopher W. A. Szpilman, and Sven Saaler, ‘Pan-Asianism as an Ideal of Asian Identity and Solidarity, 1850-
Present’, Japan Focus, 9 (2011), 1-29, (p. 25). 



12 
 

varied strands of thought.16 These problems, present throughout the historiography, can be 

traced to a sharp periodisation of “Taishō democracy” and “Shōwa fascism”, which emphasises 

ideological distinctions between the two.17 The major works on pan-Asianism have largely 

ignored internationalism in the 1920s as irrelevant to 1930s regionalism; even Saaler and 

Szpilman’s ground-breaking seventy-four chapter collection contains only three chapters on 

Japan in the 1920s.18 However, ideas of regionalism which arose during the Taishō period 

played a crucial role in policy formation in the 1930s, and demonstrate the continuity and 

malleability of liberal idealism. By taking an approach which chronologically divides phases of 

pan-Asianism, the historiography commonly asserts that concurrently holding internationalist 

and regionalist beliefs was contradictory.19 The failure to resolve these apparent contradictions 

in pan-Asian thought is one of the key flaws of the historiography. It lends itself heavily to the 

tenkō narrative, by suggesting betrayal rather than a complex continuity, which is only 

discernible through a deeper analysis of domestic politics and “world trends”.20 Max Ward’s 

                                                             
16 Hotta, Pan-Asianism and Japan’s War. 
17 Beasley, The Modern History of Japan; Gregory J. Kasza, ‘Fascism from below? A Comparative Perspective on the 
Japanese Right, 1931-1936’, Journal of Contemporary History, 19 (1984), 607-629; Masataka Kosaka, ‘The Showa 
Era (1926-1989)’, Daedalus, 119 (1990), 27-47; McClain; Shūichi, p. 217. 
 
For the particular details of the Taishō periodisation debate see: Bernard S. Silberman, ‘Conclusion: Taishō Japan 
and the Crisis of Secularism’, in Japan in Crisis: Essays on Taishō Democracy, ed. by Bernard S. Silberman and H. D. 
Harootunian (Michigan: The University of Michigan, 1974), pp. 437-454. 
18

 Saaler, Pan-Asianism: A Documentary History. 
19 For assertions of contradiction see: Christopher W. A. Szpilman, ‘Kita Ikki and the Politics of Coercion’, Modern 
Asian Studies, 36 (2002), 467-490; Christopher W. A. Szpilman, ‘Kita Ikki: “An Unofficial History of the Chinese 
Revolution,” 1915, and “The Outline of a Plan for the Reconstruction of Japan”, 1919’, in Pan-Asianism: A 
Documentary History, ed. by Sven Saaler and Christopher W. A. Szpilman, 2 vols (Plymouth, UK: Rowman and 
Littlefield, 2011), I, pp. 271-275. 
20 For examples of failures to resolve these “contradictions” see: Mutō Shūtarō, ‘Hirano Yoshitarō: “The Historical 
Basis of Greater Asianism,” 1915’, in Pan-Asianism: A Documentary History, ed. by Sven Saaler and Christopher W. 
A. Szpilman, 2 vols (Plymouth, UK: Rowman and Littlefield, 2011), II, pp. 271-275. 
 
For detailed theoretical studies of Japanese fascism which links it into broader global trends see: Scalapino. 
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studies of fascism stand apart in this regard, portraying tenkō as a reconstruction of intellectual 

‘subject-position’, rather than a negation of ideology.21 Attempts to simply categorise “pro“ and 

“anti-Westernism”, “liberalism” and “authoritarianism”, “nationalism” and “internationalism”, 

“socialism” and “elitism”, have failed to appreciate the nuance which allowed for liberal 

internationalists to slowly become part of an authoritarian state without ideological 

inconsistency. Though the individuals described herein were largely anti-government activists 

or reformists, all of them played a crucial role in state ideology. The failure to include their 

stories is a failure to understand how any state can transform from a liberal one to an 

authoritarian one. 

  

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
For a re-positioning of tenkō among broader global trends see: Ward, The Problem of “Thought”. 
21

 Ward, The Problem of “Thought”, pp. 183-184. 
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Dreams of Difference 

Perhaps pan-Asianism is best understood as a struggle for Japan’s soul, as part of an 

evolving discourse on national identity.22 While it would be ill-advised to swallow wholesale 

interpretations which ascribed the rise of Japanese militarism to its particular mythos, these 

concepts provoked decades of ideological contestation.23 Certainly, Japan’s cosmogenic Shinto 

myth, in which the Emperor Jimmu, a “deity incarnate”, was descended from the Sun goddess, 

Amaterasu, was central to state structure.24 Yet, this myth was only codified in 712AD in the 

Kojiki as an exercise in legitimisation.25 Over a millennia later, echoes of this can be found in the 

reforging of Emperor Jimmu’s supposed pronouncement that he would ‘unite the world under 

one roof’ [hakkō ichiu] into a “pan-Asian” ‘charter for holy war’.26  

Perpetuation of Japan’s exceptionality narrative, which was central to Meishuron 

[Japan-as-leader] Pan-Asianism, continued throughout its transition to modernity, with the 

                                                             
22 Kevin M. Doak, ‘The concept of ethnic nationality and its role in Pan-Asianism in imperial Japan’, in Pan-Asianism 
in Modern Japanese History: Colonialism, regionalism and borders, ed. by Sven Saaler and J. Victor Koschmann 
(London: Routledge, 2007), pp. 168-182; Robert M. Spaulding, ‘Japan’s Search for Cultural Identity’, Comparative 
Studies in Society and History, 14 (1972), 514-520. 
23

 Conroy, ‘Japanese Nationalism and Expansionism’, p. 820; Kuno Yoshi S., Japanese Expansion on the Asiatic 
Continent, 3 vols (Berkeley: University of California, 1937), p. 1; George Sansom, Japan: A Short Cultural History 
(Tokyo: Charles E. Tuttle, 1931, p. 22; Synder, p. 5. 
24

 Henshall (1999), 112. 
 
For the role of “national spirit” in policy see: Baier, Karl, ‘A Zen Nazi in Wartime Japan: Part II: The Formation and 
Principles of Count Durckheim’s Nazi Worldview and his interpretation of Japanese Spirit and Zen’, The Asia-Pacific 
Journal, 11 (2013), <http://apjjf.org/2013/11/48/Karl-Baier/4041/article.html> [Accessed 07 April 2017]. 
25 Henshall, Kenneth G., A History of Japan: From Stone Age to Superpower (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1999), p. 
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widespread belief in Japan’s supernaturality evidenced by the work of late Tokugawa nativist 

scholars, like Hirata Atsutane, who called Japan ‘Land of the Kami [Gods]’.27 Yet, indicatively, 

Hirata railed against Sinified elements of Shintoism, and declared a ‘world of difference’ 

between Japan and its neighbours.28 The idea of an “Asia” was a relatively new one, with 

notions of Asian solidarity only popularised in the aftermath of the First Opium War (1839-42) 

and “Asianism” [Ajiashugi] entering mainstream discourse in the 1910s.29 Indeed, the initial 

reaction to notions of “Asia” were primarily those of distaste, with the scholar Yamagata Bantō 

decrying the naming of continents by Westerners as a great shame.30 Yet, for the most part, 

reactions to Westernisation were mixed. More representative of the ideological contest 

between East and West was Hirata’s August Pillars of the Soul, which, while comparing the 
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appearance of Dutch to ‘dogs’, admired their ‘patient and deliberate’ nature. 31  This conflict 

would come to define Meiji, Taishō and Shōwa politics, and was reflected by the ever-changing 

ideologies of pan-Asianists.  The shadows of Westernisation and modernisation were splayed 

across the nation, contesting and co-mingling to create a national identity which was constantly 

in turmoil. 

 

Tarui Tokichi and Anti-Western Solidarity 

Early pan-Asianism was primarily an anti-government discourse aimed at uniting Asian 

peoples, emphasising cultural commonalities and assailing the growth of Western influence.32 It 

arose during a period of widespread anti-Western sentiment, epitomised by the “Revere the 

Emperor, Expel the Barbarians” movement of the late Tokugawa period.33 This, in turn, led to a 

reappraisal of Sino-Japanese ‘mutual relations’, signified by Hirano Kuniomi’s remark that to 

cooperate with Westerners would be ‘tantamount to […] attacking China’.34 Shortly thereafter 

more concrete efforts emerged, with the founding of the Kōa-kai [Raising Asia Society] in 
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1880.35 While the Kōa-kai bemoaned the ‘failure of states to rely on each other’ and cited 

unification as the ‘most urgent task’ facing Asia, it is important to note  that it was not 

fanatically committed to Asian nationalism, and even allowed Western members.36 Primarily, 

then, this was an association for Sinophilic Meiji intellectuals; with Chinese as the lingua franca 

for this almost exclusively Japanese organisation.37 Yet its membership indicated ambivalent 

attitudes towards Sino-Japanese relations, with the Qing reformer Wang Tao writing an article, 

‘On the Evils of the Kōa-kai’, in 1880, assailing the duplicitous nature of an organisation which 

included Yanagihara Sakimitsu and Dane Munenari, architects of an attempt to force an 

unequal treaty on China, and Soejime Taneomi, who was involved in the 1874 invasion of 
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Taiwan.38 It lacked elite support, and was primarily composed of individuals opposed to the 

Satsuma-Chōshū oligarchy.39 Indeed, the society was subject to biting condemnations by 

Fukuzawa Yukichi, the Meiji reformer, and Hinohara Shozo, who stated that the formation of 

the society was ‘unfathomable’ and that he’d prefer a ‘Leaving Asia Society’.40 The society’s 

membership reflected its lack of popularity, and by 1894 it had only 200 members.41  

This earliest stage of pan-Asianism is probably best characterised by Tarui Tokichi, a 

member of the sonnō jōi movement, who later became an activist in the Freedom and People’s 

Rights Movement, and played an integral role in introducing socialism to Japan (a recurring 

theme among pan-Asianists).42 Tarui’s main contribution to the development of pan-Asian 

ideology came in 1893 with the publication of ‘Arguments on Behalf of the Union of the Great 

East’, a mainstay of early interventionist pan-Asianism, which argued for the unification of 

Japan and Korea in anticipation of ‘the forthcoming unification of the world’.43 Tarui’s 
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‘Arguments’ assailed the corruption of the Korean government ‘like a field of grain eaten by 

worms’, and suggested that without Japanese “assistance” they would fall to the ‘sharp fangs’ 

of the ‘White race’. 44 Thus, although the piece notes the values of Korean culture and hints at 

equality, it fails to understand Korean perspectives in any meaningful way, a shortcoming 

typical of pan-Asianists and Japanese politics in general.45 Tarui’s ideology, characterised by an 

anti-government streak, was representative of many strains of  culturalist pan-Asianism that 

followed, and the response of the government was similar to that resulting from the army 

activism of the 1930s which similarly endangered government attempts to modernise and join 

the ranks of “respectable” nations. 

 

Fukuzawa Yukichi and ‘Abandoning Asia’ 

The spectre of Western oppression seemingly left Japan with just two alternatives, to 

unite in defiance against or to submit to the new world order.46 The paramount “liberal” of the 

Meiji era, Fukuzawa Yukichi is often held aloft as a beacon of pro-Westernisation.47 Yet his 

critique of Asian culture came to play a crucial role in pan-Asian ideologies, and would continue 
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to influence Japanese liberalism long after his death. Coming from a low-ranking samurai family, 

Fukuzawa was fascinated by Western culture, studying at a Dutch School in Osaka in 1854, and 

later becoming a member of the first diplomatic mission to the United States in 1859.48 Upon 

his return, he found Japan at the ‘height of the anti-foreign movement’, and became a central 

figure in attempts to reorient towards the West.49 His self-purported aim was to civilise Japan, 

to make it ‘strong in military might, prosperous in trade’, a pre-emption of statist rhetoric.50 

Most famous were his statements in ‘On Abandoning Asia’ (1885), where he stated that Japan 

‘could not wait’ for its neighbours to become civilised, that it must ‘leave the ranks of Asian 

nations’ and ‘cast [its] lot with the civilised nations’.51  

While commonly associated with “aggressive” Westernisation, it should be noted that 

Fukuzawa thought that Western civilisation was ‘by no means perfect’, rather, he likened it to 

an epidemic of measles, something which threatened great harm, but could also fortify the 

state.52 In criticising Asia and saying that Japan must ‘abandon false friends’, he did not refer to 
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Asia as a geographical concept, but rather to Chinese despotism, to cultural conservatism 

rooted in old customs.53 Fukuzawa penned a number of works aimed at introducing Western 

ideas, Conditions in the West (1866); An Encouragement of Learning (1872); and An Outline of a 

Theory of Civilisation (1875), which redefined many of the ideas of John Stuart-Mill’s On Liberty, 

stating that the Japanese should not ‘adhere to old customs blindly’.54 Thus, he examined the 

causes behind Japanese ‘deficien[cies] in knowledge and virtue’, defining the world in 

cosmopolitan terms, and criticising the suppression of the individual voice; emphasising the 

importance of modernisation and education, lest Japan slip into the despotic chaos of China.55 

Hence, Fukuzawa came to play an important role in the Freedom and People’s Rights 

Movement, believing that without popular mobilisation and agency state building would be 

doomed to failure.56 Fukuzawa’s advocacy of Westernisation played a crucial role in defining 

Japan’s leadership role, ironically providing the basis for culturalist Meishuron pan-Asianism, 
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and demonstrating the complex inter-play between pro- and anti-Western ideologies, and the 

lack of clear delineation between the two.57 

 

Okakura Kakuzō and the ‘Art of Peace’ 

The ‘labyrinth of contradictions’ which wove their way into Japanese society produced a 

pan-Asianism that defied easy definition.58 If Fukuzawa is typically seen as the antithesis of 

early pan-Asianism, then Okakura was his opposite, ‘the leader of a united Asian resistance’.59 

Yet, neither is so simply understood.60 One of the earliest trilingual thinkers in Japan, Okakura’s 

studies at Kaisei Gakko immersed him in the philosophies, languages, and arts of China and 

Japan.61 A professional Sinologist, he travelled to China throughout the 1890s, carrying out 

extensive surveys of Chinese art, and in 1890 he was made head of the Tokyo Fine Arts 

Academy.62 Okakura played a central role positioning Japan within the new world order, but his 
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views of East and West were nuanced ones, evidenced by his statement in The Awakening of 

Japan that the West had as much to learn from the East, as the East from the West.63 Writing 

primarily in English, his works railed against the injustices of imperialism; extraterritoriality, 

foreign courts and the absurdity of Japan’s “Yellow Peril” in the face of the evident “White 

Peril”.64 Yet, he largely portrayed Western modernisation as a ‘wild whirlpool […] rending the 

skies’ which would have ‘dashed the nation to pieces’ were it not for its immutable cultural 

base.65 In this sense, Okakura seems to echo Fukuzawa, presenting the concurrent threat and 

opportunity of Westernisation.66 Indeed, his critique of Eastern decay is a similarly scathing one, 

critiquing the ‘unbending formulism’ of Tokugawa Japan, which left Japan ‘grop[ing] amid a 

maze of tradition’.67 To Okakura, much like to Fukuzawa, “Asia” represented ‘all that was 

backward and decayed’, while Japan’s transition represented hope for the future.68 Okakura 

saw much to admire in the West, his comparison of Emperor Yao ‘relinquishing his throne to 

the ablest citizen’ and George Washington’s ascent to the Presidency is a particular interesting 
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one, framing Japan’s position as “leader of Asia”, and its fledgling, emperor-centred, democracy 

with Western concepts.69  

Okakura saw the East and West in complementary terms, with the ‘Ideals of the East’, 

those of a ‘harmony which is weak against aggression’, supplementing Western ‘expansion at 

the cost of restlessness’. 70  His was a union of Western technology and governance with 

Eastern philosophy. Clearly he envisioned a “special” position for Japan, as the only non-

Western country to have ‘solved’ the problem of modernisation while realising ‘unity-in-

complexity’, that is, the birth of the modern nation-state.71 Okakura’s work attempted to 

conceive international politics in philosophical, rather than material, terms.72 He was largely 

pacifistic in nature, emphasising ‘purity and harmony’ and ‘the mystery of mutual charity’, 

criticising the West as ‘wont to regard Japan as barbarous while [Japan] indulged in the gentle 

arts of peace’.73 Yet, his books contained continued assertions of Japanese cultural superiority, 

as the ‘museum of Asiatic civilisation’. 74 Focusing on Japan’s ‘self-reliance’, ‘protect[ion] of 

ancestral ideals’ and the ‘glory of a succession unbroken for eternity’, Okakura, whilst evidently 

admiring Chinese and Indian culture, saw Japan as the true guardian of the “classical” elements 
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of these cultures, and hence as the sole force that could ‘Awaken’ the East.75 In an act of tragic 

irony, it was this theme which was revived during the Pacific War, as Okakura’s reverence for 

Eastern culture was adopted and maligned by propagandists.76 It is difficult to imagine anything 

more distant from Okakura’s famed pronouncement that ‘Asia is one. [Not] even the snowy 

barriers can [interrupt] that broad expanse of love’ than its reproduction by the Patriotic 

Association for Japanese Literature in commemoration of the Pearl Harbor attack.77 Okakura’s 

story is one that highlights the nuances of pan-Asianism, the similarities between supposedly 

pro and anti-Western discourses and the fine line between nationalism and internationalism. 

 

Miyazaki Tōten and Sun Yat-sen 

In August 1902 Sun Yat-sen recounted a tale from an ancient Tang novel about the 

exploits of the noble knight errant who ‘discussed all the important matters of the realm’, 

‘Miyazaki [Tōten] is such a knight errant of the present day’, he concluded. 78 For Miyazaki, 

there could be no higher praise. A rōnin [adventurer] for a new age, Miyazaki’s pan-Asianism 

was less culturalist than Okakura’s, emphasising the Sinocentrism which would be central to 
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more liberal conceptions of Asia. His close relationship with Sun Yat-sen represented a rarely 

self-aware strain of pan-Asianism which would re-emerge and then wither during the 1920s. 

Miyazaki had been heavily influenced by the unsuccessful rebellion of the Divine Wind 

Party in 1876 and by the death of his brother Hachiro in the Satsuma Rebellion of 1877.79 

Opposing the ‘monopolis[ation of land] by a small number’ of elites he adopted his brother’s 

firm support of the Jiyuminto Movement.80 Raised amidst the family’s newfound “liberal 

tradition”, Miyazaki idealised Maximilien Robespierre and Oliver Cromwell.81 As such he 

dedicated his life to the “revival of Asia”, and in 1891 Miyazaki decided to travel to Shanghai to 

learn Chinese with the remains of his family’s money.82  

Upon his arrival he remarked ‘My second native land’, but after being cheated out of the 

money by a friend, a broke Miyazaki was forced home.83 After years of failed projects in Korea 

and Siam, his brother Yazō, who had introduced him to pan-Asianism, died.84 Abandoned by his 

wife, without money or home, Miyazaki had plumbed the depths of despair.85 Yet, unable to 

give up his dream, he ‘bec[a]me a geisha’, partaking in a ‘baptism of vulgarity’ and accepting 

funding from the government he detested.86 Thereby establishing contact with Sun, Miyazaki, 
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at long last found his ‘precious jewel of Asia’.87 Like Sun, Miyazaki truly detested the doctrine 

‘of might being right’ and recognised the role that China must play.88 For Miyazaki, Sun’s 

critique that Japan might become ‘a willing handmaiden of Western imperialism’ rang true, yet 

Miyazaki’s proclamations that ‘Japan [unlike China] did not have the power’ to upturn the 

colonial world order, and that Japan had gone from oppressed to oppressor fell on deaf ears.89 

Fervently against Japanese expansionism, he immersed himself in the varied intrigues of the 

Chinese revolutionaries.90 Miyazaki’s autobiography, My Thirty-Three Years Dream, was 

published in 1902, at the height of his failure and despondency.91 Reflecting on the ‘agony [his] 

dream has brought’, the failure of planned uprisings in the Philippines and in South China, and 

his (temporary) estrangement from many of the Chinese revolutionaries, Szpilman portrays this 

as an unceremonious end to his “romantic adventuring.”92  

Yet Miyazaki played a crucial role sheltering Chinese revolutionaries in Japan, translated 

Sun’s Kidnapped in London into Japanese, and introduced Sun to key Japanese politicians who 

provided funds for Sun and his revolution.93 He was central to the formation of the Chinese 

Revolutionary League [Tongmenghui], which paved the way for the Revolution of 1911, and 

                                                             
87

 Miyazaki, My Thirty-Three Years’ Dream, p. 138. 
88

 Sun Yat-Sen, China and Japan: Natural Friends—Unnatural Enemies: a Guide for China’s Foreign Policy (Shanghai: 
China United Press, 1941), pp. 146-147; Miyazaki, My Thirty-Three Years’ Dream, p. 37. 
89 Sun, cited in Saaler, ‘Pan-Asianism in modern Japanese history’, p. 8; Miyazaki, cited in Saaler, ‘Pan-Asianism in 
modern Japanese history’, p. 8; Eto, p. xx; Miyazaki Tōten, ‘Rikkōho Sengen’ [Election Manifesto] (1915), trans. by 
Christopher W. A. Szpilman, in Pan-Asianism: A Documentary History, ed. by Sven Saaler and Christopher W. A. 
Szpilman, 2 vols (Plymouth, UK: Rowman and Littlefield, 2011), I, pp. 137-138. 
90 Szpilman, ‘Miyazaki Tōten’s Pan-Asianism’, p. 134; Jansen, The Japanese and Sun Yat-sen, p. 58; Marius B. Jansen, 
The Making of Modern Japan (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000), p. 513. 
91 Eto, p. xiii. 
92

 Szpilman, ‘Miyazaki Tōten’s Pan-Asianism’, p. 134. 
93

 Eto, p. xxiii; Jansen, The Japanese and Sun Yat-sen, p. 58; Sato Kazuo, ‘Sun Yat-sen’s 1911 Revolution had Its 
Seeds in Tokyo’, Japan Focus, 5 (2007), 1-7, (p. 3); Albert A. Altman and Harold Z. Schiffrin, ‘Sun Yat-sen and the 
Japanese: 1914-16’, Modern Asian Studies, 6 (1972), 385-400. 



29 
 

travelled to China during the Revolution.94 For years afterwards Miyazaki was Sun’s closest 

Japanese friend, he was even granted the power of attorney on Sun’s behalf over key 

organisations, until his death in 1922.95 Nearly 100 years later, standing in the courtyard of the 

Museum of Modern Chinese History in Nanking, Sun Yat-sen’s former Presidential Palace, are 

four bronze statues. There, walking beside Sun, is his companion, Miyazaki Tōten, with the 

characters ‘sincere friendship’ inscribed below them.96 Though Miyazaki’s dream of Sino-

Japanese cooperation and of a “restoration” of Asia were ultimately doomed by Japanese 

aggression, his story is one of idealism, not realpolitik, of dreaming, rather than scheming; it 

demonstrates one of the earliest forms of pan-Asianism which stands entirely outside typical 

narratives of self-interested expansionism.97 

 

 

 

Emperor, State and People 

Whilst early pan-Asianists largely worked outside of the state, evolving conceptions of 

its function were, naturally, central to the changing place of intellectuals within it. Certainly, the 

relationship between the Emperor, “the state” and “the people” cannot be understated when 

examining pan-Asianism’s rhetoric, its tradition of extra-government activism, and the 

                                                             
94 Szpilman, ‘Miyazaki Tōten’s Pan-Asianism’, p. 134; Sato, p. 3; Eto, p. xxvii. 
95 Sato, p. 1; Jansen, The Japanese and Sun Yat-sen, p. 54; Jansen, The Making of Modern Japan, p. 513. 
96

 Sato, p. 3. 
97

 For his cooperative vision for relations with Korea/China see: Miyazaki Tōten, ‘Tokyo yori’ [From Tokyo] (1919), 
trans. by Christopher W. A. Szpilman, in Pan-Asianism: A Documentary History, ed. by Sven Saaler and Christopher 
W. A. Szpilman, 2 vols (Plymouth, UK: Rowman and Littlefield, 2011), I, pp. 138-139. 



30 
 

supposed “tenkō” of the 1930s.98 Emerging in the 1870s, the Freedom and People’s Rights 

Movement sought the right of “popular” participation in politics.99 This movement heralded 

near universal support for constitutional governance, which, as Itagaki Taisuke suggested, 

aimed to unite the people and the state into ‘one mind’.100 Arising as a spontaneous reaction to 

the concentration of power under the Satsuma-Chōshū oligarchy, it consisted of varied anti-

government elements.101 Formed as local protests groups in 1873, by 1880 these groups had 

transformed into almost 200 political societies, collecting over 250,000 signatures with which to 

petition the government.102  

This crisis, worsened by the Seikanron debate of 1873, provides some interesting clues 

about the nature of the Japanese state.103 This was the first time that the government seriously 

contemplated constitutional governance, and the ensuing debate saw Ōkuma Shigenobu, then 
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Minister of Finance, as the sole proponent of British-style governance, resulting in his expulsion 

from government.104 Thus, the debate witnessed the birth of an imperial “New Government”, 

supposedly based upon the “separation of powers”, a temporary measure preceding the 

‘gradual establishment’ of constitutional rule scheduled by the Emperor for 1890, and allowed 

for further consolidation of oligarchic power.105 Notably, elite reformists like Itō Hirobumi did 

not seek to ‘seriously modify [the] national polity’, rather they ‘endeavour[ed] not to restrict’ 

imperial prerogatives.106 The period witnessed the promulgation of harsh repressive laws, such 

as the Newspaper Law of 1875 and the Public Meeting Law of 1876, which sought to limit 

criticism of government and formation of political parties.107 The Constitution was highly 

conservative, establishing a House of Peers, composed solely of the nobility, and limiting 

suffrage to around one percent of the populace.108 Consequently, various historians have 

condemned the Constitution as a ‘carefully formulated legal justification’, which sought to 

‘neutralise the potential ill-effects’ of popular participation.109 Of particular interest is the role 
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laid out for the Emperor, ‘sacred and inviolable’, who ‘gives sanction to laws’, and has ‘supreme 

command over the Army and Navy’.110 Couched in the national mythology of Japan, the 

Constitution provided a state where parties and Cabinets held little power, presiding over 

largely autonomous bodies.111 Enshrined in Imperial divinity, Meiji oligarchs sought to ‘establish 

an unshakable national foundation’ based on the Confucian ideal of the Kingly Way; that is to 

say a state in which the Emperor, elevated above all others, but devoid of direct political 

responsibility, was the representative of “the people”, the soul of a beneficent state.112 

Certainly, Ōkuma’s dream of a state where majority popular support meant the right to 

govern was still distant, but his endeavours aimed at destroying ‘the monopoly of the empire’s 

political power’ had a significant influence, and laid the foundations for the rise of party 

power.113 The absolutist state was dead, and in its place rose a ‘messy pluralism’, in which a 

Liberal-Progressive coalition won a majority in the inaugural Diet elections of 1890, but where, 

for ten years, ‘militant and combative’ parties railed against the “transcendental” (non-party) 
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governments selected by the Genrō [Imperial Elders]. 114 In the second elections, of 1892, 

twenty-five voters died in violence at the polls, with hundreds injured; yet throughout this 

period the opposition maintained a majority and the government had to resort to threats and 

bribery to meet its agenda.115 Gradually the unity of the oligarchs cracked, opposition gave way 

to conciliation and compromise. Ōkuma was a fervent advocate of racial equality, and in 1888 

he was appointed as Foreign Minister, overseeing the renegotiation of the “Unequal Treaties” 

with the West; a controversial position which saw Ōkuma lose a leg to a bomb planted by a 

ultranationalist terrorist.116 Yet, despite these setbacks, Ōkuma had firmly set Japan on the road 

to modernity, and in 1898 was appointed the first party Prime Minister of Japan.117 In his desire 

to create a strong state Ōkuma personified the dilemmas confronting Japan, particularly those 

between democracy and authority, demonstrating the complexity of Japan’s realisation of 

“western modernity”, a modernism in which the state remained rooted in the Emperor and the 

oligarchy. 
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A period in which liberalism and internationalism blossomed, the “Taishō democracy” also set 

the stage for the development of Japanese authoritarianism. The degree of continuity, 

alongside the gradual distortion of internationalist and liberal ideals, provide varied insights 

into the fragility of democratic systems, the role of the public intellectual and the amorphous 

nature of ideology. Remarkable is the complete absence of Taishō politics, and of liberal and 

internationalist influences, in narratives concerning pan-Asianism; crucial factors in 

representing both the diversity and development of pan-Asian thought.118 In all works 

dedicated to pan-Asianism these stories remain invisible. 

 

Struggles With Reform 

The advent of the Taishō Political Crisis in 1912 heralded the approach of party politics 

and epitomised the struggle for power between the parties, the oligarchs, the emperor and the 

army. These struggles would permit the diversification of pan-Asianism in the 1920s, while 

remaining central to its homogenisation in the 1930s. Erupting from the forced dissolution of 

the previous government by the Army, the appointment of Katsura Tarō to head a 

“transcendental” government gave rise to the Movement to Protect Constitutionalism, and 

widespread public protests, with hundreds injured and arrested during riots in February 

1913.119 The continued influence of the Movement to Protect Constitutionalism, following the 
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failure of Terauchi Masatake to contain the Rice Riots of 1918, led to the first cabinet 

comprised almost exclusively of party members and thus charted a new course for Japanese 

democracy.120 The huge majority won by Katō Kōmei and his coalition in 1924 begun a period of 

fully party cabinets which lasted until 1932, setting the tone for the internationalist, discordant, 

1920s.121 

Yet the foundations provided by the Meiji constitution were unmistakably frail.122 

Framed as ‘Imperial Democracy’ by Andrew Gordon, the Emperor’s divinity and inviolability 

presented a severe challenge to party politicians, with the military and the bureaucracy only 

formally accountable to the Emperor.123 Pre-existing Meiji structures concentrated power in the 

hands of small, aristocratic groups, with the Genrō appointing the Prime Minister, and hence 

the government; the fourteen members of the Privy Council advising the Emperor on 

interpreting laws and ratifying treaties; and a powerful House of Peers where membership was 

hereditary or made by imperial appointment.124 The resultant necessity of compromise with 

these political elites meant that it was somewhat inevitable that party politicians were viewed 
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as corrupt and self-interested.125 Certainly, the increasing scale and respectability of party 

politics meant it increasingly relied on financial support from the zaibatsu, with campaign 

expenditure increasing from ¥4,976,672 in 1915 to ¥21,910,689 in 1924.126 Increasingly 

bureaucratic and conservative, there was a widespread lack of support for parliamentary 

government, ‘not merely among anarchists, radicals, and their ilk’.127 These party governments 

implemented harsh repression of political “extremism”: with the murders of Itō Noe and Osugi 

Sakae, the renowned writers; the killings of union leader Hirasawa Keishichi and nine other 

labour activists; the implementation of the Peace Preservation Law in 1925; and the arrests of 

1600 suspected Communists in 1928.128 These drew the lines with which Japanese democracy 

and liberalism were bounded, and demonstrated a mentality which allowed for the “tenkō” of 

liberal Taishō pan-Asianists. 

While the Minseitō/Kenseikai attempted to enact some liberal reforms, these were 

largely met with failure.129 The issue of universal (usually male) suffrage was central to the 

contestation of the political sphere between “the people” and “the elites”.130 First proposed in 

1902, and passed (only) by the House of Representatives in 1911, the suffrage issue really 

resurfaced in 1918, leading to a reappraisal of the right of the parties to rule as representatives 
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of the people.131 Clearly, it would have been a dubious proposition for parties of the Lower 

House to oppose universal suffrage, but the Seiyukai did just that.132 The frustration of the 

Universal Suffrage Bill in 1920 only served to worsen the divide between the parties and the 

public, as the labour movement became increasingly anti-parliamentarian.133 Though the 

reform did eventually pass under Katō in 1925, it was done so only with the proviso that the 

Peace Preservation Law be enacted alongside it, so as to eliminate “destabilising” threats.134 

Katō was able to pass some liberal social policies, such as the Tenant Farmer Dispute Mediation 

Law of 1924, which provided implicit recognition to tenant farmer unions, however his 

attempts to reform the nature of the state, to limit the power of the House of Peers, were 

obstructed at every turn.135 The weak foundations of Japanese democracy, alongside the 

failures of party politics, provided the backdrop to increasing liberal disillusionment. Here 

began the gradual transformation of a worldview based in internationalism and liberalism to 

the expansionist, authoritarian pan-Asianism of the 1930s. 

 

Yoshino Sakuzō and Liberal Imperialism 

 Remarkable is the consequent eclipse of Taishō intellectuals in the historiography. 

Yoshino Sakuzō, the ‘apostle of Japanese democracy’, and foremost intellectual of the era 
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remains virtually invisible, relegated to a footnote in Saaler’s Documentary History.136 Though 

precise classification of pan-Asianists can prove troublesome, Yoshino clearly advocated 

Asianist ideas, in particular regarding Asian solidarity and a Sino-Japanese economic alliance, 

often echoing Miyazaki’s (similarly sidelined) work vis-à-vis Japan’s relation with China.137 

Indeed, Yoshino, in his introduction to Miyazaki’s Thirty-Three Year Dream, declared that it was 

one of his favourite books.138 While Yoshino’s liberalism and internationalism were ‘relegated 

to obscurity’ with the rise of the militarists, they provide fascinating insights into the diversity 

of pan-Asianism and the transformation of liberal intellectual discourse in the 1930s.139 As a 

professor of Law at Tokyo Imperial University, Yoshino was central in educating the future elite; 

yet it was his essays on constitutional government and his articles in Chūō kōron that extended 

his influence far beyond academic circles.140 Yoshino’s advocacy of liberalism and democracy 

was largely based in notions of “world trends” [taisei junnō], a central theme (and weakness) of 
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Japanese intellectualism.141 Citing the “trend” in Europe away from absolutism, he advocated a 

strong state, ‘grounded in individual [rights]’.142 In particular, Yoshino criticised the lack of 

“spiritual progress” since the Restoration, which had failed to adopt the moral and religious 

values of the West, stating the Japan could not truly be considered “civilised”.143 Like Miyazaki, 

he did not consider Japan as lacking in power, but as lacking in morality, a place where there 

was ‘little compassion and understanding for the weak’.144  

Notably, Yoshino was extremely critical of the parties; stating ‘there is not a single 

[group]’ which was ‘truly’ a party.145 The main thrust of his criticism was directed at the 

Constitution, which he felt limited genuine party government, and his two essays, ‘A Discussion 

on Perfecting Constitutional Government’ (1916) and ‘A Critique of Imperial Rule’ (1918), 

represented some of the earliest works redefining the role of the state as aimed at increasing 

the welfare of the people.146 Likewise, he was extremely critical of ‘personal rule by the 

emperor’ as simply a ‘defence for some of the despotic actions of government’.147 His liberalism, 

his consequent critique of ‘militaristic intervention’ and of power ‘monopolised by the 
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privileged few’ were central to his conceptions of Japan’s Empire and consequently of Asian 

solidarity.148 

Unlike most of his contemporaries, Yoshino was aware of Chinese and Korean 

resentment towards Japanese rule, noting his regret at the ‘outgrowth of militarism’ there, the 

Japanese ‘attitude of arrogance’, and lamenting the lack of Japanese reformism.149 Much like 

Miyazaki, Yoshino saw the Chinese revolutionaries as heirs to the Meiji Restoration, discerning 

parallels in their campaign against despotism to his own, aimed at a democratic transformation 

in Japan that would allow for peaceful expansionism.150 Though it is easy to decry 

contradictions in Yoshino’s advocacy of empire and liberalism, these were not necessarily 

incompatible concepts at the time, indeed few liberals anywhere absolutely opposed empire, 

and Japanese liberalism in particular often embraced elitism and nationalism.151 Certainly, he 

hoped for a comparatively liberal Empire based on the cultivation of peaceful collaborators.152 

Rather than military expansion, Yoshino argued for economic cooperation, and suggested 

salving relations by surrendering Manchurian interests.153 One of the first Japanese to 

immediately support the Chinese May 4th Movement, he likewise supported Shidehara’s non-

intervention and the Korean March 1st Movement; all of which he saw as vital in ousting the 
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bureaucratic and militarist opponents he faced at home.154 Unlike most Japanese, horrified at 

the prospect of China dictating Japan’s fate, Yoshino saw this as inevitable, and resolutely 

decried the ‘aggressionist imperialism’ evident in the Mukden Incident.155 Despite stringent 

limits on freedom of speech, Yoshino remained adamant that Manchuria was, in theory and 

actuality, Chinese territory; and he spent his final months isolated from the intellectual 

community.156 The epitome of “Taishō democracy”, Yoshino demonstrates the complexity of 

Japanese “liberalism” and how Japan’s search for political identity was intrinsically tied up with 

its international role. His pan-Asianism demonstrates a diversity that has escaped most 

narratives, and the concomitant transformation of the political and international ideals of his 

disciples lays bare the malleability of his “liberal imperialism” and “People’s Politics” 

[minshushugi], which, through its emphasis on popular sovereignty through the Emperor 

[minponshugi], partially resembled the ideas of Kita Ikki.157 
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Nitobe Inazō and Internationalism 

Like Yoshino, Nitobe Inazō was one of the leading internationalists of the Taishō period, 

and served as Under-Secretary-General at the League of Nations from 1920-27.158 His gradual 

disillusionment with the international world order and his support for Japanese foreign policy in 

the 1930s demonstrate the malleability of the intellectuals who survived Yoshino, but who 

were heavily influenced by his worldview. Yet, rather than Hotta’s transformation ‘from 

Internationalism to Pan-Asianism’, it is the shift from idealism to realism that is more 

pronounced.159 Though excluded from histories of pan-Asianism, Nitobe provides insight into 

the changes undergone by internationalist pan-Asianists and how they came to justify the post-

Mukden, highly expansionist, forms of pan-Asianism.  

Following the disastrous Twenty-One Demands and Siberian Intervention, the Foreign 

Ministry hoped that Nitobe’s appointment would persuade the international community of 
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Japan’s desire to be an amicable member, and indeed Secretary-General Eric Drummond 

lavished praise upon Nitobe, noting his ‘commitment to international order’.160 Nitobe’s 

appointment was very much based in the idealism of the time, and like Yoshino, in “world 

trends”, in particular Wilsonianism.161 Leading intellectuals like Yoshino and Nitobe wrote in 

support of Wilson, and as early as March 1917 a “Wilson Club” was created by Tsurumi Yusuke, 

who praised Wilson as ‘a man of ideals’.162 A League of Nations Association was created by 

Nitobe’s colleague at the League, Ishii Kikujirō, and it soon built up the largest membership of 

any League-related body in the world.163 Certainly Japanese enthusiasm for and participation in 

the international order should not be understated, after all Japan agreed to the Washington 

Conference Treaties, the Kellogg-Briand Pact and the London Naval Treaty, however the self-

same internationalist intellectuals who supported these acts soon came to support a 

substantially different agenda.164 
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 Doubts over Wilsonianism became pronounced after Wilson abstained from voting on 

Japan’s Racial Equality Proposal at the Paris Peace Conference.165 Increasingly, the League failed 

to become the embodiment of world order that it was intended to be, becoming solely 

concerned with European problems.166 As the Japanese ambassador to the US, a lifelong 

advocate of Japanese-US cooperation, stated following Pearl Harbor, Japan was unable to 

tolerate the hypocritical perpetuation of a status quo which denied nations their ‘proper 

place’.167 However much this was a justification post ex facto, it was undeniably a widespread 

view with a ring of truth.168 In the wake of the US Immigration Act of 1924, Nitobe’s optimism 

and his universalist ideals began to wane, so much so that he promised never to return to the 

US unless the law was revoked.169 
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Slowly, gradualist visions of internationalism crept in, beginning a widespread shift from 

the early idealism of the 1920s. These were best represented by Sugimori Kojiro, Professor of 

Philosophy at Waseda, who advocated an internationalism based in stages.170 Though he 

supported firmly ‘international universality’, he opposed the League of Nations, and US 

expansion into the Pacific.171 Certainly, Sugimori was more pragmatic than Nitobe, and 

recognised that the “unification of the world” was currently unfeasible, thus, Sugimori 

envisioned “regional blocs” as a stage within the “world trend” toward international 

cooperation.172 This evolutionary view of history would come to play a central role in the 

increasingly pragmatic visions of many earlier internationalists like Nitobe, who no longer 

hoped for world peace. 

Ultimately, Nitobe fell foul of many of the follies of his peers, over-emphasising Chinese 

weakness, and losing faith in his earlier ideals as he became increasingly disillusioned.173 

Despite his promise not to return to the US while the Immigration Act still held sway, Nitobe 

travelled to New York in 1932, urging the US public to support Japan’s claims in Manchuria, in 

view of China’s failure to ‘function as a sovereign state’.174 Though Nitobe retained ‘faith in the 

League’ to resolve the Manchurian crisis fairly, his fear that meanwhile ‘the idealists will give up 

their dreams of a parliament of man, and practical liberals their hopes of a better international 
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order’ came to pass.175 The tragic irony was that he became such a man. The Mukden Incident 

devastated Nitobe’s dreams of international cooperation, and in spite of the great personal 

pain caused to Nitobe by the army’s invasion of Manchukuo, led him to become a public 

apologist for Japan’s continental policy, for fear that otherwise Chinese warlords would wage 

‘warfare with impunity’.176 Despite his liberalism and internationalism, ultimately Nitobe was a 

patriotic pragmatist who came to support Sugimori’s evolutionary view of civilisation, 

advancing through the gradual amalgamation of cultural groupings.177 Certainly, Nitobe was not 

Yoshino, and was far more typical of Japanese intellectual pragmatism, a force that would 

eventually see liberal and moderate Taishō intellectuals become leaders of an authoritarian 

state. 
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Indicative of pan-Asianism’s hostility to the state were Kita Ikki and Ishiwara Kanji, who both 

illustrate a trend in which idealists either altered their ideals to match those of the state, or 

were broken by it when they failed to do so. The apparent contradictions evidenced by 

Ishiwara’s opposition to the war in China and Kita’s socialism highlight how their thoughts were 

variously misinterpreted, altered and subsumed by the state. There has been a tendency to 

describe this period as one of ‘fascism from below’ and Kita and Ishiwara as “fascists”, a vast 

oversimplification which belies the complexity of their ideologies, failing to represent their 

opposition to state policy.178 

 

Kita Ikki and the ‘Path to Heaven’ 

Portrayed as the ‘father of Japanese fascism’ in the works of numerous Japanese 

historians, Kita Ikki defies simple classification.179 While advocating socialism and democracy, 

Kita simultaneously seemed an ardent authoritarian and expansionist, and became one of the 
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most prominent right-wing political theorists in the 1930s.180 Known primarily as the author of 

the General Principles for the Reorganisation of Japan (1919), in the 1920s he aimed to purge 

politics of corruption and establish popular rule through authoritarian means, namely a three 

year dictatorship followed by a socialistic democracy.181 His works became a major influence for 

young nationalist radicals, and consequently he has been closely associated with the March 26th 

Incident, the failed coup which increased military control over government.182 

To Szpilman the contradictions between Kita’s socialism and authoritarianism, his 

veneration and denigration of the Emperor, evidenced a lack of ideological conviction and were 

indicative of a simple intent, to ‘shock, to frighten and terrorise’.183 If this were the case 

perhaps a selective interpretation of Kita’s views could be understood. However this failure to 

represent complex underlying consistencies is precisely what allowed later statists to warp 

Kita’s ideology, thereby positioning him inside the state.184 By bundling Meishuron Asianists 

together, Hotta, Saaler and Szpilman fail to recognise the substantially different programmes of 
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Japan’s political theorists and the state.185 Kita’s pan-Asianism, unlike the state’s, was 

intrinsically tied to his political programme.186  

Viewing history as a linear development with a demarcated end, Kita’s was an 

evolutionary view of the state, where revolution was vital for progression to a ‘socialist utopia’ 

and national survival.187 Kita’s withering diatribes against government,  in which he argued that 

the oligarchs and politicians had betrayed the Meiji ‘revolution’, appropriating the power of the 

people, denying them universal suffrage and deceiving them through notions of imperial 

divinity, saw his works immediately banned.188 Fearing a ‘world crisis’, his works advocated the 

nationalisation of major industries, a wealth cap, seizure of private landholdings over ¥100,000 

and renunciation of the Imperial estates by the Emperor.189 Indeed, Kita even argued for 

universal (male) suffrage as early as 1919.190 Yet, crucially, this was primarily a precursor to his 

expansionism and pan-Asianism, which, as a Nichiren Buddhist, he saw as vital for 

enlightenment in his prophesied apocalypse.191 His was a violently expansionist eschatology, 
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where on the path to Heaven ‘there [was] no peace without war’.192 Thus, reorganisation and 

expansion were vital ‘to shed the light of Heaven’, and could only be achieved through 

authoritarianism, with ‘the scriptures of freedom’ in one hand, and ‘the sword of tyranny’ in 

the other.193 In viewing history as linear, Kita anticipated a ‘heaven on earth’ which would 

destroy the decadence of ‘this stupid humanity’.194 His prophecy of the “final war” between 

East and West, which would end in hakkō ichiu, was shaped by his symbolic (though not literal) 

reverence of the ‘sacred emperor’ and of Japan as the ‘Land of the Gods’.195 

Thus, Kita’s eschatology provides crucial insight into his views on the state, the public 

and the Emperor. Though he argued for universal suffrage, the impending apocalypse required 

drastic action, a coup to establish the foundations of the revolutionary state.196 Describing his 

coup as an expression of ‘social will’, he saw conservative assemblies as entirely illegitimate, 

and argued for the declaration of martial law, the suspension of the Constitution for three years, 

the dissolution of the Diet and the abolition of the various oligarchic governmental 

institutions.197 Yet, as described earlier, this was the means not the end. Although the Emperor 

was symbolically central to Kita’s unification of state and people, Kita demanded that his 
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property be confiscated, a far cry from the later conservatism of Japan’s “fascist”, “pan-Asianist” 

governments.198 

As an ardent opponent to the state, Kita inspired a wave of political terror against the 

government and elites.199 Yet although young officers who were members of “The Cherry 

Blossom Society” and the “League of Blood” were influenced by Kita’s 1919 and 1923 works 

they had relatively little contact with him in the 1930s.200 Certainly he approved of the killings 

of Dan Takuma, Inouye Junnosuke (prominent businessmen) and Inukai Tsuyoshi (the Premier), 

but by 1931 he had largely ceased political activism, focusing on his faith.201 Somewhat ironic 

considering it was after Mukden that his work attained widespread notoriety.202 Whilst he still 

supported reform, Kita, much like Ishiwara, argued that Japan was unprepared for war in China, 

or against the US, and desperately tried to prevent the ‘premature’ February 26th Incident.203 

Arrested in the wake of the Incident, Kita was executed in 1937.204 He was foremost a theorist, 

not an activist, and it is vital to demarcate his views and actions from the Kodo faction of the 

army, and from the “fascist” state that followed. Kita spent his last days reciting the Lotus Sutra, 

                                                             
198

 Szpilman, ‘Kita Ikki and the Politics of Coercion’, p. 475; Kasza, p. 621. 
199

 Gordon, p, 167; Orbach, p. 353; Kasza, p. 607. 
200

 Szpilman, ‘Kita Ikki and the Politics of Coercion’, p. 486; Orbach, p. 344. 
201

 Szpilman, ‘Kita Ikki and the Politics of Coercion’, p. 486; Storry, The Double Patriots: A Study of Japanese 
Nationalism. 
 
For the appeal of terroristic action in the 1930s see: Takehiko Noguchi and Teruko Craig, ‘Mishima Yukio and Kita 
Ikki: The Aesthetics and Politics of Ultranationalism in Japan’, The Journal of Japanese Studies, 10 (1984), 437-454; 
Stephen S. Large, ‘Substantiating the nation: terrorist trials as nationalist theatre in early Showa Japan’, in Nation 
and Nationalism in Japan, ed. by Sandra Wilson (London: Routledge Curzon, 2002), pp. 55-69; Large, ‘Nationalist 
Extremism in Early Shōwa Japan’. 
202

 For the changing ideology of army activists in the 1930s see: Iriye Akira, The Origins of the Second World War in 
Asia and the Pacific (London: Longman, 1987). 
203

 Szpilman, ‘Kita Ikki and the Politics of Coercion’, p. 488. 
204

 Szpilman, ‘Kita Ikki and the Politics of Coercion’, p. 472. 



54 
 

and in his farewell letter to his adopted Chinese son offered no political message, simply 

imploring him to follow the teachings of Nichiren.205 

 

Ishiwara Kanji and the ‘Final War’ 

Predominantly remembered for his role in the Mukden Incident, Hotta categorises 

Ishiwara amongst Meishuron pan-Asianists who sought Japanese domination over Asia.206 

Through this lens, she describes the Incident as the ‘first significant and practical application’ of 

pan-Asianism.207 Yet Ishiwara’s conception of Japan’s role was a complex one, and like Kita, was 

driven primarily by Nichiren Buddhism.208 After converting in 1920, Ishiwara likewise became 

fascinated with the notion of historical predetermination and “world trends”.209 In particular, 
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the eschatological theory of the shozomatsu, which predicted an apocalyptic conflict, and the 

doctrine of Tanaka Chigaku, the ultranationalist theologian, were heavily intertwined with 

Ishiwara’s military theorising.210 Prophesying a ‘final world war’ between Japan and the US, 

Ishiwara prepared a strategic plan, calling for economic expansionism, Asian unity and 

governance by the Kingly Way. 211 Ishiwara’s pan-Asianism, like that of many others, was not an 

end in itself, but a path to “world unification” under the Kingly Way.212 

Though interested in pan-Asianism from a young age, Ishiwara’s plan for a league of East 

Asian nations only took root following the creation of Manchukuo, and he only created his East 

Asian League Association in 1939.213 Despite instigating the Mukden Incident, Ishiwara did not 

seek to exploit Japan’s military advantage against China and was a fervent opponent to the war 

there, predicting the resultant “quagmire” which he feared would weaken Japan’s strategic 

position before the “final war”.214 As strategic demands on Manchukuo increased, Ishiwara 

assailed the corruption of the army as they dashed his dreams of (semi-autonomous) 

cooperation.215 Indeed, after returning to Manchuria in 1937, Ishiwara tried to revive the 
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Concordia Association, resulting in further repression by Tōjō, and firmly insisted that the army 

cease “internal guidance” so that China might be persuaded to join an East Asian League.216 

While Ishiwara was no egalitarian, he saw political independence, even for Korea, as a pre-

requisite for an East Asian League, and viewed the Emperor, rather than Japan itself, as the 

leader of a “unified world”.217 

Isolated by May 1938, Ishiwara returned to Japan and began a series of attacks on Tōjō, 

decrying him as a ‘enem[y] of the world’, who should be ‘arrested and executed’.218 He railed 

against a ‘rotten’ government which ‘squander[s] the nations’ power in an unjustifiable war’, 

and warned that victory was distant.219 Primarily, Ishiwara’s League was an anti-government 

organisation, its vision of a semi-autonomous states within a regional commonwealth, and its 

attacks on Japanese exploitation in Manchuria and corruption at home meant the League was 

soon suppressed and disbanded by Tōjō.220 Ishiwara found himself under constant Kempeitai 

surveillance, and on the 1st March 1941 was forcibly retired from service, silenced at last.221 
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Clearly Ishiwara held genuine, deep-seated ideological beliefs, and his pan-Asianism was not 

merely a justification for war, or the state. Despite playing a crucial role in formulating Japanese 

expansionism and wartime pan-Asianism, his ideology, like Kita’s, arose from a complex 

interplay of beliefs which, since his downfall, have often lain forgotten. 
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The Shōwa years, born amidst the despair of the Great Depression, witnessed a drastic increase 

in political violence and extremism.222 Following a series of assassinations and coup attempts 

from 1931-36, and an increasingly out of control army, the state became gradually more 

authoritarian. The diversity, liberalism, internationalism, democratism and pacifism of earlier 

forms of pan-Asianism came to be subsumed in service of that great monolith, the state. Yet 

many of those self-same intellectuals who were at the heart of Japanese liberalism, who 

campaigned against Japanese expansionism, came to head Japan’s imperial project. Typically 

understood as an act of “tenkō”, this explanation evidently falls short, failing to account for 

underlying consistencies in these deeply held ideological convictions, and the resultant 

complexity of “state” ideology.223  

 

Tokutomi Sohō and the ‘Gospel of Power’ 

Often cited as one of the earliest examples of “tenkō”, Tokutomi Sohō presaged the 

political tendencies of 1930s Japanese intellectuals in more ways than one.224 He received a 
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largely Western education, studying English at the Kumamoto Yogakko, and was a fervent 

advocate of constitutional representative government, of freedom and liberty, and of the 

‘reforming, and progressive tendencies’ of the nation’s youth.225 An advocate of popular rights, 

Tokutomi found fame in the publication of The Future Japan (1886), subsequently founding the 

daily The Nation’s Friend.226 In particular he assailed the militarism and oligarchism of the Meiji 

state and urged cooperation with the West as the path to survival.227 Adhering largely to 

Spencerian social theory, he went further than most liberal intellectuals, promoting 

heiminshugi [commonerism] above minponshugi.228  

Yet, despite the overwhelmingly progressive tone of The Nation’s Friend, which reached 

an unprecedented circulation of 25,000 copies, his views changed rapidly in the wake of the 

First Sino-Japanese War.229 While this might suggest opportunism, Tokutomi saw no 

inconsistencies in his thought, and failed to repent his liberalism after 1895, or his 

expansionism after 1945.230 This can perhaps be understood as the result of a changing 

appreciation of Japan’s role in the world, in 1905 the West had ceased to be a model for 

emulation and instead posed a threat to the interests of Japan, as it would again in the 

                                                             
225

 Tokutomi Soho [Iichirō], ‘Shorai no Nihon’, in Sources of Japanese Tradition, ed. Wm. Theodore de Bary, Carol 
Gluck, and Arthur E. Tiedemann, 2 vols (New York: Columbia University, 2006), II, pp. 128-132, (pp. 128-129); John 
D. Pierson, ‘The Early Liberal Thought of Tokutomi Sohō. Some Problems of Western Social Theory in Meiji Japan’, 
Monumenta Nipponica, 29 (1974), 199-224, (p. 201). 
226 Alistair Swale, ‘Tokutomi Sohō and the “Asiatic Monroe Doctrine,” 1917’, in Pan-Asianism: A Documentary 
History, ed. by Sven Saaler and Christopher W. A. Szpilman, 2 vols (Plymouth, UK: Rowman and Littlefield, 2011), I, 
pp. 279-282, (p. 279). 
227 Pierson, ‘The Early Liberal Thought of Tokutomi Sohō’, p. 218; Itū, Takashi, and George Akita, ‘The Yamagata-
Tokutomi Correspondence. Press and Politics in Meiji-Taisho Japan’, Monumenta Nipponica, 36 (1981), 391-423, (p. 
423). 
228

 Pierson, Tokutomi Sohō, 1863-1957, p. 131. 
229

 Swale, ‘Tokutomi Sohō and the “Asiatic Monroe Doctrine,” 1917’, p. 279. 
230

 Pierson, Tokutomi Sohō, 1863-1957, p. 128. 



61 
 

1930s.231 Though Tokutomi was still a supporter of liberal ideas, he recognised that receptivity 

to these ideals was severely diminished in light of the pronouncement of the so-called “Yellow 

Peril”.232 

Espousing a set of ideals more in keeping with “world trends”, the defeat of China 

‘mark[ed] a new epoch’ to Tokutomi, that of Japan’s ‘leap from national existence to a world 

existence’.233 Like Nitobe, Tokutomi no longer saw “world unification” as plausible, instead 

espousing an ‘Asiatic Monroe Doctrine’ aimed at ‘securing the integrity of Chinese territory’.234 

Providing the basis for much of later Japanese expansionism, Tokutomi couched expansionism 

in Westernising terms, citing a ‘duty to radiate the light of civilisation’.235 Thus, he advocated 

taking Taiwan from China as a ‘foothold for expansion’, but was forestalled by the Triple 

Intervention which provided a ‘baptis[m] into the gospel of power’.236 Resultantly, Tokutomi 

became an advocate for “defensive” militarism, to prevent ‘the Far East falling prey’ to Western 

powers. 237  His anti-Westernism, just like his liberal Westernism, was grounded purely in the 
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interests of the Japanese state.238 It is through this lens that he is best understood, an apostate 

not from one political ideology to another, but from idealism to Realpolitik.239  

Yet, although his program for the development of Japan changed substantially, the basic 

tenets remained remarkably consistent, even after 1905 he stated ‘We must pursue democracy 

within and imperialism without’, binding them through the Imperial House.240 Like many other 

supposed “apostates”, Tokutomi became increasingly ingratiated with government, a result of 

his newfound pragmatism and support for state power. In 1905 his papers sided with the 

government over the Hibiya Riots and in 1911 he was made a member of the House of Peers.241 

For the next thirty years Tokutomi remained a leading journalistic figure, penning a number of 

best-selling books.242 Over time, his rhetoric was gradually subsumed by the state, and in 1934, 

the Foreign Ministry issued a statement resurrecting Tokutomi’s “Asiatic Monroe Doctrine” and 

demanding that Western powers cease “meddling” in China.243 By 1942, Tokutomi’s turn ‘to the 

gospel of power’ was complete, he became the chairman of the Patriotic Association for 

Japanese Literature and Great Japan Patriotic Writers Association, and cemented his position as 
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a fervent advocate of Japan’s war in Pacific Asia.244 Like many such intellectuals, he refused to 

repent his actions and after the war was arrested as a Class-A war criminal.245 His loyalty was 

foremost to Japan, not to an ideal, and this would see Tokutomi sway from ardent opponent of 

government, to its most vocal supporter.246 Rather than a case of “apostasy”, his is best 

understood as a complex comingling of idealism and pragmatism, which became ever more 

conservative as his dreams were slowly shattered. 

 

Nagai Ryūtarō and Restorationism 

Exalted as the political leader of ‘liberalistic tendencies’ in 1920, by 1940 Nagai Ryūtarō 

was a fervent advocate of Konoe’s New Order and a leading member of the Imperial Rule 

Assistance Association (IRAA).247 Often presented as an act of ‘tenkō’, or ‘transfiguration’ in 

earlier works, like that of Shunsuke, this explanation presents a ‘false dichotomy’ between 
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Taishō liberalism and Shōwa fascism.248 To understand the, surprisingly moderate, origins of 

many IRAA politicians and the, often genuine, participation of intellectuals in both periods 

requires, as the rather slight English-language historiography suggests, ‘abandon[ing] moral and 

ideological stereotypes’.249 A student at Manchester College, Nagai was fascinated by the ideas 

of William Gladstone and Abe Isoo, the Christian socialist, and envisioned Japan’s role as a 

modernising intermediary between East and West.250 Yet, Nagai was a stringent critic of 

Western idealistic hypocrisy, having been subject to an ‘unpleasant degree of race-prejudice’ 

while in England.251 Consequently he abhorred American rhetoric which ‘talk[ed] more about 

Freedom and Equality’ than any other nation, whilst mistreating minorities.252 Thus Nagai’s 

wartime criticism of Roosevelt’s lack of co-operation, his warning of American ‘exploit[ation of] 

ethnic minorities’, and his call to topple the ‘worldwide autocracy of the white man’ were not 

acts of apostasy, but had long-term roots.253 

Nagai was a virulent critic of party despotism and corruption, describing politics as a 

‘town where frauds, thieves, and pickpockets gather’.254 Elected in 1920 based on ‘corrections 

of abuses’ within the Diet, Nagai, like Yoshino, assailed the failure to fulfil the ‘Five Charter 

Oath’, and sought to undergo a “restoration”, purging politics of corruption, implementing 
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equal voting rights, unifying the country under the Emperor, and creating a more egalitarian 

society.255 Seen as a ‘champion of the people’, Nagai’s efforts in the 1920s were mainly focused 

on universal suffrage, a fundamental part of “national reconstruction”, and his bill, presented at 

the 44th Diet, even demanded suffrage for women.256 Yet, like many intellectuals rooted in 

“world trends”, as party politics seemed increasingly ineffective Nagai began searching for new 

solutions.257 Despite his belief in the necessity of a parliamentary system, he became 

increasingly  disillusioned, and in a 1935 article in the Kokkoku Shimbun, he warned that  the 

parties had to reform themselves or risk irrelevance.258 As early as 1925, Nagai had begun 

suggesting that a one-party system could eliminate the corruption of party politics, and over 

time he became a close acquaintance of Kita Ikki, calling for a ‘nationalist masses party’ in April 

1932.259 

Likewise, though the foundational base of Nagai’s foreign policy outlook remained 

remarkably intransigent, the application shifted significantly. Throughout the 1920s Nagai’s 

‘indignations [grew] more unbearable each day’ at the “positive” (interventionist) policy of 

Tanaka Giichi, and he firmly supported Chinese independence and modernisation.260 Likewise, 
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in a February 1923 article for Kensei he assailed the colonial administration in Korea, 

particularly over the suppression of the March 1st Movement and Japanese ‘demeaning 

attitudes’.261 Yet his worldview was firmly entrenched in modernising discourse, and a decade 

later, without contradiction, he supported intervention under Konoe on the same grounds, 

establishing Chinese “independence” from the Kuomintang [KMT], who he viewed as despotic 

‘lap dogs’ of the Western powers.262 

As the 1930s grew increasingly repressive Nagai found himself absorbed into that same 

ruling elite he had so ardently opposed. Having lost faith in the ability of democratic bodies to 

reform society, Nagai campaigned for the dissolution of the Minseitō alongside other parties in 

July 1940, and consequently led thirty-nine members out of the party.263 He became a key 

supporter of Konoe’s New Order, joining the Preparatory Commission on the 28th August, and 

once again found himself at the forefront of political activism.264 Yet his support for the 

authoritarian New Order was not necessarily a betrayal of his reformist stance, but a 

repositioning based on pragmatism, and it was rooted in the same cosmopolitanism which 

stoked his indignation against Western powers.265 Hence, Nagai was one of many intellectuals 
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who became simultaneously anti-Western and pro-Westernisation, whilst adapting their 

idealism to the only outlet available to them. Nagai’s vision for the IRAA was that of a political, 

rather than public, organ, he did not picture it as an absolutist body.266 The compromise 

resulting from the structural changes in April 1941 meant that the IRAA never became the 

political decision-making body Nagai envisioned, instead being relegated to a tool for mass 

mobilisation.267 Consequently many intellectuals left the IRAA, yet Nagai stayed until his death 

in 1944, perhaps aware that his influence was further limited elsewhere.268 Thus, his supposed 

“apostasy” is not so hard to understand, and reflected a common shift from progressive-

reformist to restoration-reformist, where leftist reformists worked alongside rightist reformists 

in the 1930s to maintain some degree of influence. 

 

Rōyama Masamachi and Bureaucratism 

One of the foundational figures of Japanese transnationalism, and a student to Yoshino 

Sakuzō, Rōyama Masamichi found himself at the forefront of the wartime mobilisation effort.269 
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His work on the kyōdōtai [regional community] became a central tenet of Japan’s Co-Prosperity 

Sphere, and his prominent position in the “New Order in East Asia” has typically been 

presented as “tenkō”.270 Yet Rōyama’s regionalism was closely intertwined with his 

internationalism, and his trajectory was rooted in rationalist bureaucratism, which unhappily 

coincided with the culturalist and restorationist visions of Empire which represented the 

antithesis of Rōyama’s thought.271 Emerging onto the political scene at the height of the Taishō 

democratic movement, Rōyama viewed liberalism as fundamentally ‘compatible with [the aims 

of] the state’, and saw politics as a functional practice aimed at bringing stability to the national 

entity and the people within it.272 

Like most internationalist pan-Asianists, Rōyama held an evolutionary view of history, 

which was outlined in his 1928 work International Politics and International Administration, 
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which described the process by which tribal societies evolved into national societies, and then 

international societies.273 Thus, Rōyama criticised ‘immature Chinese nationalism’ which 

‘distort[ed Japanese expansion] as imperialism’, and he argued for a ‘transcendence of 

nationalism’ through regional development.274 As a result of these concerns, Rōyama joined the 

Japan Branch of the Institute of Pacific Relations as a China specialist in 1927.275 Appointed as 

head of a special research committee on Manchuria, Rōyama argued that the political 

framework in Manchuria should be based on ‘regional development’ rather than international 

law, in order to promote China to the middle-stage of a modern nation state.276 Perceiving 

these political problems in primarily developmental terms,  Rōyama began formulating a form 

of pan-Asianist regionalism centred around an “East Asian Cooperative Community”.277 As a 

consequence he produced a rhetoric which would become vital to wartime legitimisation, 

insisting that Japanese empire was not exploitative and would bring as many benefits to China 

as Japan.278 In the wake of the Mukden Incident Rōyama insisted on international recognition of 

Japanese claims, and blamed international peace bodies for failing to recognise the 

developmental ‘special relation’ between China and Japan.279 Resultantly, he justified Japanese 

                                                             
273

 Han, ‘Rationalizing the Orient’, p. 484; Han, ‘Rōyama Masamichi’, p. 175; Koschmann, ‘Constructing destiny: 
Rōyama Masamichi’, p. 194. 
274 Rōyama, Kaizo, November 1938, pp. 16-17, cited in Koschmann, ‘Constructing destiny: Rōyama Masamichi’, pp. 
194-195; Han, ‘Rationalizing the Orient’, p. 488. 
275

 Han, ‘Rōyama Masamichi’, p. 176; Han, ‘Rationalizing the Orient’, p. 487-492. 
276 Han, ‘Rationalizing the Orient’, pp. 492-493. 
277 Han, ‘Rationalizing the Orient’, p. 490; Han, ‘Rōyama Masamichi’, p. 176. 
278 Rōyama, The Fundamental Problems of Pacific Relations, cited in Han, ‘Rationalizing the Orient’, pp. 494-495. 
279

 Sandra Wilson, ‘The Manchurian Crisis and Moderate Japanese Intellectuals: The Japan Council of the Institute 
of Pacific Relations’, Modern Asian Studies, 26 (1992), 507-544, (p. 516); Aydin, ‘Japan’s Pan-Asianism and the 
Legitimacy of Imperial World Order’, p. 6; Han, An Imperial Path to Modernity; Han, ‘Rationalizing the Orient’, p. 
497. 



70 
 

expansionism, though his was a conditional justification, which relied on at least the illusion of 

cooperative expansionism.280 

Unlike Yoshino, Rōyama was keenly aware of social inequity, and in the 1930s found his 

democratism assailed to a far greater extent.281 In his The Direction of Japanese Politics, 

Rōyama perceived a ‘second stage’ in Japanese politics, influenced by a sense of a worldwide 

‘crisis of democracy’ and thus he turned towards a ‘social progressivism’ which relied on 

institutional support for social welfare, rather than that of ‘bourgeois government’.282 Hence, 

Konoe’s “New Order”, the bureaucratism of which found its expression in the IRAA and Greater 

East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, was primarily conceived by Rōyama and other members of the 

Shōwa Research Association (SRA), Konoe’s personal think-tank.283 As a close advisor to Konoe 

and head of the World Policy Section, Rōyama’s conception of an East Asian Cooperative 

Community was a complex one, which blamed Japan for treating Manchuria and Korea ‘like 

colonies without any self-reflection’ and stressed the importance of understanding Chinese 

interests.284 Building upon the ideas of earlier internationalists like Yoshino, Rōyama conceived 

of it as a voluntary collective, based on a developmental Sino-Japanese economic alliance, 

rather than on territorial empire.285 In his seminal 1938 article in Kaizo, Rōyama argued that 

Japan, confronted with Western hostility, must overcome entrenched nationalism, 
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‘construct[ing] a regional destiny’ based on consideration of the ‘heterogeneity of [different] 

cultures’.286 Thus, his kyōdōtai was not based in “Asian culture”, but in ‘regionalism pursued 

[for] security and development’.287 However, though Rōyama stated that ‘existing geopolitical 

conditions [were not] sufficient’ for the establishment of a Co-Prosperity Sphere and criticised 

the Greater Asia Association, whose nationalism and visions of hakkō ichiu he called unrealistic 

and anachronistic, as a senior state intellectual Rōyama actively supported wartime 

mobilisation efforts.288 Understanding pan-Asianists like Rōyama who supported the war effort, 

but were ideologically distinct from state ultranationalism, is vital to understanding the 

internationalist origins and diversity of pan-Asianism. Though Rōyama supported the state, he 

was not simply a propagandist, as evidenced by his pessimism about Japan’s war aims. His 

political vision, though transformed by the realities of his era, was based largely on the 

socialistic and internationalist ideals of previous generations of liberals. 

 

Ozaki Hotsumi – Apostate and Martyr 

Ozaki Hotsumi, partner of Richard Sorge, and the preeminent informant of the Sorge 

Spy Ring, was also a close friend of Konoe and a member of the SRA.289 Though scholarship on 
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him is particularly limited, it provides a fascinating insight into the often intertwined ideologies 

of liberalism, fascism, communism and authoritarianism. Undergoing a liberal education under 

the legal scholar Minobe Tatsukichi, Ozaki found his worldview threatened in the wake of the 

March 15th Incident, the Takikawa Incident of 1933, and the indictment of Minobe during the 

Organ Theory Affair, a period in which virtually all liberals either retired or “committed 

tenkō”.290 Consequently the SRA was formed in 1937 from the base of the exclusive 

Asameshikai, an informal policy discussion group consisting of Konoe’s closest friends and aides, 

and aimed to provide an outlet to those intellectuals who wished to retain some role in public 

affairs.291 Ozaki was heavily involved in the New Political Order, believing it to contain the 

foundations of a Leninist state, and actually drafted the first plan, for a totalitarian mass party 

which could bring the Army to heel.292 Yet, by the time the idea was accepted, during the 

second Konoe cabinet, the Army had largely neutered it, before implementing it as the IRAA.293 

Certainly, Ozaki did not view his spying or his opposition to Army rule as incompatible with his 

role in the Research Association, and continued to publish articles critical of the Army’s China 

policy throughout the 1930s.294  

Raised in colonial Taiwan, Ozaki had a keen awareness of the realities of colonial rule, 

recalling the ‘ruler-ruled’ dynamic as an ‘extraordinary experience’, and this grew into a potent 
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humanistic concern over exploitative rule.295 Ozaki’s visits to China made him aware of the 

chaos there, and he was naturally sympathetic with the plight of Chinese Communists.296 

Though he described himself as both a nationalist and internationalist, in his The Idea of “East 

Asian Community”, published in the late 1930s, he conceived of a federalist body, like that of 

Rōyama, which could loosen the strangle-hold of Western colonialism.297 The views given in his 

1939 article in Chūō kōron rejected naive Wilsonian idealism and reflected hopes for a 

cooperative post-capitalist East Asia. Yet at the same time, his interrogation records 

demonstrate he was ‘not a simple communist’, and rejected the utopian internationalism of the 

Comintern, supporting more pragmatic policies centred around China and Japan.298 Most 

importantly, his concerns for Asia were ‘a reflection’ rather than a ‘camouflage’ for his thought, 

and remained consistent throughout his elevation through political spheres, his spying and his 

discovery.299 Indeed, his 1939 article, whilst criticising the KMT, focused on the necessity of 

gaining Chinese support and argued that Japanese soldiers ‘did not spill their precious blood 

[for material] compensation’, but to bring about ‘ultimate peace’ in the East.300 Even following 
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Ozaki’s arrest on October 15th 1941, Konoe refused to believe his guilt, and suspected it was a 

plot by the military.301 Iwabuchi Tatsuo, a close personal friend of Konoe, said he saw him 

depressed only twice, when Ozaki was arrested and when Japan surrendered.302 Indicatively, 

Ozaki’s trial began with him reading from Sato Tsuji’s Philosophy of the Imperial Way, and his 

first tenkōsho demonstrated his belief in the just cause of his actions.303 Throughout his life, 

Ozaki was willing to critique Marxism, and in that tenkōsho assailed it for a ‘mistaken […] 

estimate’ of nationalism.304 Expecting a prison sentence, Ozaki was shocked when he was 

sentenced to death.305 Thus, Ozaki died both a traitor and a patriot, a nationalist and an 

internationalist, a communist and a fascist, but above all an idealist. His life demonstrates the 

surprising malleability of different ideologies under extreme pressure, but through its 

consistently altruistic aims underlines the stark differences between idealists and propagandists. 

 

Konoe Fumimaro and the Poison Chalice 

Prime Minister from 1937-39 and 1940-41, and leader of the IRAA, Konoe Fumimaro 

played a prominent role in wartime policy-making; he has been described variously as a fascist, 

expansionist, and as ‘a man of great parts fated to fail’.306 Ultimately, the hopes of a generation 
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rested upon his shoulders, and his emphasis on political reform, his widespread popularity, and 

support from a variety of political groups, led many to believe he could both reform the 

corruption of the democratic parties while moderating expansionism and totalitarianism.307 

Hotta, who portrays the SRA as overwhelmingly fascist, similarly suggests Konoe was simply a 

fascistic expansionist, both vast oversimplifications.308 The SRA contained  great diversity of 

members, and whilst some planned for military dictatorship, others clearly supported mass 

rule.309 Though Konoe was a stringent critic of party rule, this was in part drawn from his 

studies of socialism and Marxian economics at university, and throughout the 1920s Konoe 

supported representative government.310 Similarly, Konoe’s response to the formation of the 

League of Nations was a complex one, like many Japanese politicians and intellectuals, he 

criticised Wilsonianism for maintaining an inequitable world order.311 Writing in 1918, Konoe 

framed challenging this as vital to Japan’s ‘right to survival’, and demanded that all nations 

decolonise, open their markets and end discriminatory immigration policies.312 Though Konoe 
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supported expansionism, it was primarily economic rather than territorial, and despite 

‘legitimising Japan’s expansion’, it was his beliefs that provided his rhetoric, rather than the 

other way around.313 

Certainly, he supported the establishment of Manchukuo, ‘forced’ by the exclusionary 

immigration policy of the Western powers and the “need” for Japanese emigration, but like 

many this was (wrongly) based in the belief of anarchy and despotism in China, and should not 

necessarily be attributed simply to self-justification.314 Indeed, after the outbreak of war with 

the US, Konoe published a series of self-critical memoirs, admitting to his failings to oppose 

fascism, escalation in China, and war with the US.315 Though ultimately Konoe did expand the 

war, passing the General Mobilisation Law of 1938, and bears heavy responsibility for this, like 

Ishiwara he opposed expansion of the war at its outset, refusing to fulfill Army Minister 
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Sugiyama’s request for reinforcements. 316 He remained convinced that Japan was not ready to 

fight China, and certainly not the US, and claims to have only supported full mobilisation when 

it seemed inevitable.317 Indeed, in 1935 Konoe had supported an agreement with Chiang Kai-

Shek to abolish the unequal treaties, and to sign an economic and military alliance, though the 

plan was scuppered by the Army; a far cry from his call for annihilation of the KMT in January 

1938.318 Konoe was fervently opposed to war with the US, and his memoirs reflect his well-

founded fears that Army activism resulted in the US ‘not see[ing] any sincerity’ in his Cabinet’s 

diplomatic efforts.319 Indeed, the failure of the April 1941 agreement between the US and Japan, 

which had planned for a negotiated peace in China, resulted in Konoe’s resignation July 16th 

1941, and a few shorts months later Japan and the US were at war.320 Konoe felt ‘deeply 

responsible’ for the rise of Fascism and the China Incident, and his claim to have attempted to 

remedy this by ‘thoroughly devot[ing him]self’ to rapprochement with the US is evidenced 

through a number of his policy proposals.321  

In the post-war period Konoe furthered himself from the expansionist camp, assailing 

the “military clique” for having destroyed world peace and, at MacArthur’s impetus, he became 
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thoroughly involved in constitutional revision.322 Just a few days after his appointment, 

discussing the formation of a political party with his friend Kiya Ikusaburo, he remarked ‘Shall 

we kick off, at long last?’, though his involvement was soon cut short.323 On December 6th, after 

Konoe’s refusal to cooperate in Operation Blacklist’s attempts to absolve the Emperor of 

responsibility, and amidst intense public criticism, MacArthur’s General Headquarters issued an 

arrest warrant in Konoe’s name.324 In a letter shortly before his trial was due to begin, he 

lamented that while he did bear responsibility for the China Incident, ultimately, responsibility 

lay with the Emperor.325 In the end, Konoe felt unable to testify against the Emperor, or to 

testify falsely, so on the night of the 15th of December 1945, after putting his son to bed, he lay 

quietly down, swallowed a cyanide capsule and never woke up.326 

 

The ‘War to Destroy Evil’ 

From dreams to nightmares, the gradual transformation of pan-Asianism from a form of 

anti-government activism, to extra-state reformism, to intra-state reformism, and finally to 

state promotion was complete by 1941.327 Certainly, the line had been blurred before, and 
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distinguishing between authentic ideology and pure propaganda was increasingly difficult from 

the time of Konoe’s first Premiership onwards.328 This final phase largely came to characterise 

narratives of pan-Asianism, and generalist works, like those by John Dower, tend to focus on 

the undoubtedly inauthentic and racist overtones of “pan-Asian” projects during this period.329 

Yet, propaganda drew from a variety of sources, not just ultranationalist ones, and like pan-

Asianism itself evidenced a century of contestation between East and West, tradition and 

modernity; simultaneously glorifying the Emperor-centred kokutai and Japan’s modernising 

mission.330 Though propaganda had been present for decades, it reached new heights from 

1937 to 1941, the period in which the notion of  a “thought war” came into vogue.331 From July 

1937 to March 1941 the Cabinet Information Office’s Weekly Report expanded its readership 

from 160,000 to 1.5 million, and in 1937 and 1938 respectively, it held a propaganda exhibit 

and a “Thought-War Symposium”.332 The Symposium was attended by over 100 bureaucrats, 

officers, media executives and academics, and represented a significant shift in efforts to win 
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the fight for ideological supremacy, with the inaugural lecture by Fujisawa Chikao, the Japanist 

ideologue, promoting notions of ideological “cleansing” quite apart from the reformism of 

earlier pan-Asianists.333 Likewise, the sign outside the three week exhibition, attended by 

700,000 people, cited an attempt to ‘engineer a united thought war effort’; gone were the days 

of diversity and dissent.334 

Framed as esoteric and exoteric pan-Asianism by Victor Koschmann, this provides a 

framework for understanding intellectual criticism of the culturalist visions of Asia promoted by 

government agencies.335 The distinction between the work produced by popular organisations 

like the Greater Asia Association and that produced by the SRA was vast, and the absence of 

practical developmental plans, like Rōyama’s, at the Greater East Asia Conference in November 

1943, demonstrated how pan-Asianism had lapsed from an ideology, to mere rhetoric.336 

Although the Co-Prosperity Sphere was primarily formulated by Miki Kiyoshi, an SRA intellectual, 

his strident pacifism demonstrates the divide between intellectual ideology and its use by the 

state; and Miki would eventually die in prison following the dissolution of the SRA in November 
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1940.337 Consequently, the ‘internal paradoxes’ and contradictions found in much of the 

historiography are often the result of attempts to contain all Asianisms within a singular 

narrative, based on state efforts at codification in pursuit of propagandistic goals.338 Tōjō’s 

repression of humanistic pan-Asian projects, like the Red Swastika Society, and of intellectuals, 

as evidenced by a speech he gave in the Diet forbidding any criticism of ‘Greater East Asia 

unification’, stood in stark opposition to the pan-Asian intellectuals who had laid the ideological 

foundations for expansionism.339 Pan-Asianism was no longer tied to internationalism, even 

faintly, and Yasuoka Masahiro, the prominent éminence gris, fervently opposed anything which 

might endanger the kokutai, writing that Japan must ‘maintain racial purity’.340 More stark was 
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the change in tone, gone were the doubts of Rōyama and Konoe, and in their place was Tōjō, 

pronouncing that this was ‘truly a war to destroy evil’.341 
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Conclusion 
 

A history strewn with imprisonment, suicide and execution, many were martyred in 

their battles for and against the state. Yet the line between the two was thinly drawn, and 

many stood swaying over the precipice.  Recognising how these intellectuals contributed to the 

expansionist ideologies which they, varyingly, spoke out against, is crucial in demonstrating the 

mechanisms by which states adopt and malign existing idealism. The growing closeness of 

intellectual and state is tied, inextricably, with Japanese conceptions of self, of state, and of 

Japan’s international role. Indeed, the changes to the pursuit of ideology can be explained less 

by the individual integrity of these intellectuals, but by the political atmosphere in which they 

were situated. The notion of “world trends” was overwhelmingly present in the writings of 

Taishō and Shōwa intellectuals, and the alliance of 1930s reformists with rightist groups is best 

understood in light of their straitened circumstances. Shōwa statism and war-time propaganda 

did not miraculously emerge from nothing, they had their roots in earlier liberalism and 

internationalism, which gradually warped in an increasingly inhospitable world. The conflicts 

between East and West, “modernity” and “tradition”, “liberalism” and “authoritarianism”, 

“socialism” and “elitism”, “reformism” and “conservatism”, are often overdrawn, and many 

intellectuals were situated in the centre of these debates. This complexity challenges polarising 

narratives of pan-Asianism and tenkō, suggesting less distinct shifts and more continuity. Re-

interpreting these “liberals”, “traitors”, “fascists” and “nationalists” as pragmatists with 

complex ideologies serves not to excuse their actions, but instead indicates the malleability of 
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ideology and the ease with which reformers can provide the foundations for authoritarianism 

and expansionism.  

Whilst, utopian, idealistic notions of hakkō ichiu were certainly strongly linked to 

exoteric and propagandistic pan-Asianism, ideas of “world peace” similarly permeate the more 

rationalist works of intellectuals in the 1920s and 1930s.342 Certainly, the developing 

conceptions of the state during the Meiji period came to play a crucial role in internationalist, 

regionalist and nationalist visions of the world. Despite often being portrayed as the arch-

nemesis of early pan-Asianism, Fukuzawa’s work was central to modern conceptions of Japan, 

both in modernising and leadership terms. Certainly, Fukuzawa was no rabid advocate of 

Westernisation, he valued Japanese culture and like most intellectuals had a nuanced view of 

Westernisation which also recognised the potential threats. While the historiography portrays a 

distinct dichotomy between supposed “Westernisers” and earlier Asianists like Okakura, there 

were undoubtedly a number of similarities. Despite Okakura’s pacifism, his clear conception of 

Japanese cultural superiority was central to later expansionism. Even Miyazaki, who espoused 

one of the only truly altruistic, egalitarian forms of pan-Asianism laid the basis for Sun Yat-Sen’s 

conditional endorsement of the term, which was seized upon by Japanese propagandists during 

the war.343 

                                                             
342 For similar notions of “world peace” in a European context see: Cromwell A. Riches, ‘The League of Nations and 
the Promotion of World Peace’, The Annals of the American Academcy of Political and Social Science, 175 (1934), 
123-132; Matthias Ezberger, The League of Nations: The Way to World Peace, trans. by Bernard Miall (New York: 
Henry Holt and Company, 1919). 
343 Roger H. Brown, ‘Sun Yat-sen: “Pan-Asianism,” 1924’, in Pan-Asianism: A Documentary History, ed. by Sven 
Saaler and Christopher W. A. Szpilman, 2 vols (Plymouth, UK: Rowman and Littlefield, 2011), II, pp. 75-78. 
 
Warning: The following work has propagandistic intent: Sun Yat-Sen, ‘Pan-Asianism’, in China and Japan: Natural 
Friends—Unnatural Enemies: a Guide for China’s Foreign Policy (Shanghai: China United Press, 1941), pp. 78-85. 
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Certainly Meiji pan-Asianists stood further outside the state, but the shallow roots of 

liberalism were central to the transformation from idealists to realists. Whilst the efforts of 

constitutionalists were largely admirable, the highly conservative kokutai plagued Japanese 

politics for decades. Here, again, is a distinction between the state elites, who wished to limit 

the effects of popular participation, and the external reformers, who hoped for a more 

egalitarian, liberal state. The “liberal” Taishō parties were beset by setbacks, and their 

widespread lack of popularity reflected the corruption and elitism resulting from their alliance 

with the oligarchs. Yet, without compromise with the oligarchs the powers of liberal reformers 

were extremely limited, mirroring the situation in the 1930s, where without compromise with 

authoritarian elites, reformers had virtually no influence. Thus, liberalism was, to an extent, 

doomed to fail, even its arch advocates, like Yoshino, felt obliged to criticise it. The most liberal 

worldviews generally supported some form of Empire, and consequently they gave way to 

increasingly illiberal worldviews built on similar foundations. Indeed, forms of populism 

espoused by Yoshino inevitably bore some resemblance to the “fascistic” ideals of Kita.  

Yet, this view of Kita as “fascistic” and of Ishiwara as an interminable expansionist 

suggest a far closer relation between their ideology and that of the state than was actually 

existent. While both set in motion the formation of the war-time state, Kita in particular had a 

complex ideology that was highly reformist, and based as much in religiosity as nationalism. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
 
For Sun Yat-sen’s warnings about Japanese imperialism see: Sun Yat-sen, ‘Inukai Tsuyoshi ate shokan’ [Letter from 
Sun Yat-sen to Inukai Tsuyoshi] (1923), trans. by Sven Saaler, in Pan-Asianism: A Documentary History, ed. by Sven 
Saaler and Christopher W. A. Szpilman, 2 vols (Plymouth, UK: Rowman and Littlefield, 2011), I, pp. 251-254. 
 
For Japanese claims of Sun Yat-sen’s support see: Sugita Teiichi, ‘Address on the occasion of the founding of the 
League for the Equality of Races,’ in The Dawn over Asia, ed. by Paul Richard (Madras: Ganesh & Co., 1920), pp. 90-
92; Weber, p. 139. 
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Consequently the radicalism of his work is often under represented. Though in word it bore 

some similarity to the authoritarianism of the 1940s, his intent differed vastly. While the war-

time state presented itself as newly cleansed and reformist, it was highly conservative and 

never dreamed of implementing the often socialistic ideas of Kita. 

Crucially, the transition from liberal internationalism to conservative regionalism, best 

represented by Nitobe, Nagai and Rōyama, was not an ideological transition, but a pragmatic 

one, which resulted from changes to international relations, and the extent of expression 

available to them. This intellectual pragmatism is vital in understanding continuity and 

consistency, and the complexity that escapes “tenkō” narratives. Though it is easy to decry 

“betrayal”, few outlets were available to reformers. Indeed, Ozaki’s genuine involvement in the 

drafting of this new state, and espionage against it, demonstrates how far the state fell short of 

the conceptions of its intellectual visionaries. The move from practical policy considerations to 

gushing rhetoric signalled the end of moderate intellectual involvement, though not influence. 

This rhetoric was steeped in reductionist versions of complex ideals that, in their entirety, 

sought to challenge and reform the state. Consequently the legacy of these individuals is that of 

flawed reformers, and the nightmarish resurrection of their broken dreams. 
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