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Japanese Foreign Policy at a Crossroads :

Discourse on “Racial Conflict” and

“The German Advance to the East”, 1917—1921

Sven Saaler

The term '"race" originally developed within the
field of the natural sciences. However, since the
late 19" century, an increasing relevance can be
observed within the discourse on identity, national
character, nation-building, and also regionalism.
Introduced by Fukuzawa Yukichi, in Japan the
category of race was first instrumentalized by the
early Pan-Asian movement, which aimed at an
alliance of the Asian "yellow peoples" against the
colonialist West.

With the emergence of "Yellow Peril"-propaganda
after 1895, the term race also became of increasing
importance in Japanese foreign policy decision-
Army,

influential figures such as Yamagata Aritomo or

making. Especially in the Imperial
Utsunomiya Tard belonged to early voices that
predicted a "clash of races" (jinshu tbsé-ron).
During and shortly after World War 1, these fears

seemed to materialize. Germany was said to

(German Institute for Japanese Studies (DIJ), Tokyo)

spearhead a return of "white powers" to East Asia
by planning an "advance to the East" (Doitsu
tézen-ron), building on the stock of Prisoners-of-
War that were interned by Russia in Siberia and
the Far East.

The dealings with these German (actually mostly
Austro-Hungarian) POWs on the side of Japanese
politicians, military, academics and media showed
an increase of irrational behavior in discourse on
foreign policy and a lack of flexibility to adjust to
new developments in international politics. This
lead to an increasing antagonism with the Western
powers becoming obvious during the Siberian
Intervention. The scenario of a ‘"clash of
civilizations" obviously was more attractive to
contemporaries than Okuma Shigenobu's and
Yoshino Sakuzo's scenarios aiming at "harmony of

civilizations" (bunmei no chowa).





