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        This presentation examines, the history of economic cooperation between Japan and 

China since the 1930s. Through this examination, I propose that we consider the importance of the 

Sino-Japanese relations because the two countries have a trading history lasting centuries. For at 

least 100 years, the Japanese and the Chinese have clearly recognized the importance of 

Sino-Japanese economic relations, which is why the possibility of economic cooperation between 

Japan and China has been discussed persistently in both countries since the nineteenth century. 

        In the beginning of the Meiji era, some Japanese politicians and newspapers insisted that 

Japan should cooperate with China1. In 1875, Tomomi Iwakura thought that Russia was the biggest 

threat for Japan, therefore, Japan and China should help each other to save the sovereignty of both 

countries2. In 1890, Tokyo Asahi Shimbun insisted that East Asia faced European invasion, and 

stressed that Japan should form an alliance with China. The Japanese people felt threatened by 

European imperialism and regarded China as Asia’s regional power, and they hoped that China 

would cooperate with Japan3. 

        Economic cooperation has also been discussed since the Meiji era. Sei Arao thought that 

by increasing trade between Japan and China, people could strengthen the Sino-Japanese economic 

relations and realize political cooperation between the two countries4. In fact, Sei Arao established 

the Sino-Japanese Trading Research Center in 1890. A high number of Japanese students studied 

business, Chinese, and English there. One of the graduates, Ryuhei Shiraiwa, played an important 

role as a businessman in the modern Sino-Japanese economic relations5. The idea of economic 

cooperation has attracted Japanese people since the Meiji era. 

        During the 1930s, many people in both countries discussed economic cooperation. In 

1931, the Manchurian Incident occurred, and the Japanese Army continued to invade north China. 

As a result, the Sino-Japanese war started. Despite the various adverse events, some people 

continued to investigate possible economic cooperation to improve Sino-Japanese relations. 

       Economic cooperation was discussed in the talks between diplomats of both countries. In 
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1934, Soong Tzu-wen said that political issues were too difficult to resolve at the time, but 

economic cooperation was possible. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan regarded Soong’s 

remark as important; as a result they made a plan for economic cooperation in a week6. Since then, 

politicians of both countries have referred to economic cooperation many times. 

        They believed it would be possible to cooperate in order to improve the cotton quality in 

Shandong. At the time, textile manufacturing was one of the most important industries in Japan 

and China. Japan was importing large quantities of cotton from India and the United States. 

Japanese enterprises wanted to increase cotton imports from China, but they determined that they 

would not use them without some quality improvements. The Chinese also recognized this problem, 

leading the Japanese decision-makers to believe that Japan’s financial and technological support to 

develop China’s cotton industry might lead to economic cooperation between the two countries. 

        In 1933, Japanese cotton mills in China decided to establish the “Cotton Improvement 

Association of Shandong” to work on the experiments and distribute the seeds to farmers in 

Shandong. They started the seed distribution in March 1934, and Chinese enterprises cooperated 

on the project. This project continued in 1935 and beyond. Japanese enterprises started economic 

cooperation without the Japanese government’s support7. 

        Simultaneously, some Chinese elites were discussing economic cooperation. In 1932, 

Tsiang Tingfu insisted that economic and technical cooperation with Japan contributed to the state 

construction of China. In 1935, Tokyo Asahi Shimbun reported that Chiang Kai-shek had insisted on 

the importance of economic cooperation. Although he also emphasized that Japan had to make 

efforts to improve the Sino-Japanese relations before realizing economic cooperation, his statement 

promoted discussions about economic cooperation in the media of both countries8. A Tianjin 

newspaper, Dagong bao reported that they did not oppose Japanese suggestion about economic 

cooperation but feared that Japan might have an ambition to violate Chinese sovereignty9. While 

Chinese people recognized the importance of economic cooperation, they thought it was necessary 

to improve the Sino-Japanese relations. 

      When the Japanese army started to invade north China, Chinese intellectuals criticized the 

nature of economic cooperation. A Chinese magazine, Dongfang Zazhi, in an article, pointed out 

that cooperation between China and Japan was unequal as China is an agricultural economy, while 

Japan has become an industrial one10. Other magazine articles also accused Japan of exploiting 
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resources, such as steel, in China11. Tsiang Tingfu criticized Japan’s attempt to remove support from 

Europe and US because China still needed investment from those countries to build a nation12. 

Another magazine showed suspicion toward Japanese intentions because the cooperation might be 

interpreted as a scheme to build an economic bloc among Japan, China, and “Manchukuo”13. Many 

Chinese people believed that, even if the Japanese government changed its policy on China, it 

would be impossible to achieve economic cooperation between the two countries. 

       In March 1937, a group, called Kodama Mission, was sent to China with some important 

persons from Japanese business sectors to discuss economic cooperation with their Chinese 

counterparts. They had a frank exchange of opinions about Sino-Japanese economic relations, but 

they were not able to reach a concrete decision. For example, the textile enterprises in China 

demanded the Japanese side to stop the cotton quality improvement project, because the project 

might disturb Chinese enterprises in cultivating cotton. In fact, the Japanese army intended to start 

a new cotton quality improvement project in Hebei without the Chinese government’s approval. 

Chinese people regarded this act as an economic invasion in north China. As a result, the Japanese 

government could not stop the army’s project14. People in Japan and in China not only failed to 

realize economic cooperation, but also failed to avoid the Sino-Japanese war. 

        When the war ended, the Japanese and the Chinese renewed their discussion about 

economic cooperation. Then, trade between the two countries began again in 1962, 10 years 

before the establishment of diplomatic relations. To resume the trade and improve the 

Sino-Japanese relations, many business people played important roles. The chairman of the Japan 

Chamber of Commerce and Industry, Aiichiro Fujiyama, was one of the most influential business 

people and a member of the Kodama Mission to discuss economic cooperation with China. He 

regarded China as a very important state for Japan and had an ambition to establish new 

Sino-Japanese relations. Therefore, Prime Minister Nobusuke Kishi appointed him as the Minister of 

Foreign Affairs in 195715. He proposed that the Japanese private sector could talk with the Chinese 

side and contribute to improving the Sino-Japanese relations16. Japanese business people believed 

that economic cooperation could initiate friendship between Japan and China. 

After China’s economic reform, Deng Xiaoping promoted the expansion of this economic 

cooperation. It is interesting that in his statement in 1984, Deng Xiaoping shared some points 
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similar to the discussion on economic cooperation in the 1930s. He expected that more Japanese 

enterprises would invest more in China. This is because China possesses valuable resources but 

lacks funds to develop them. He considered that China’s economic growth could act as an 

advantage for the Japanese economy because China began to cooperate on the provision of energy 

resources and rare metal17. In the 1930s, Japan needed various resources in China and a large 

number of enterprises existed in China’s cities such as Shanghai, Qingdao, and Tianjin. These were 

common points between the 1930s and the 1980s.  

On the other hand, there were differences between these two periods. In the 1930s, 

some of the Japanese people hoped that Japan could gain various profits through economic 

cooperation. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan demanded lower tariff rates on China, and the 

Japanese army intended to remove the Chinese government’s influences on north China. In the 

1980s, both the Japanese and the Chinese people regarded the Sino-Japanese relations as very 

important; therefore, they did not want to hurt the mutual profit for Japan and China. Based on this, 

one can say that the nature of political intention has a great influence on the success or failure of 

economic cooperation. 

Currently, most people consider Sino-Japanese economic relations as very important. 

According to the Genron NPO’s report, although 86.3% of the Japanese people and 42.2% of the 

Chinese people have bad impressions of each other, over 70% of people from both countries 

consider Sino-Japanese relations to be important, and 36.6% of the Japanese people and 67.4% of 

the Chinese people expect that Sino-Japanese economic relations will continue to develop in the 

future18. A high number of people understand that trade and investment between the two 

countries are essential for their lives. 

In fact, a high-level dialogue between Japan and China was held in Beijing last month. The 

Minister of Foreign Affairs of Japan and the Premier of China discussed to expand trade between 

the two countries. Both governments agree that more trade will contribute to national interests19. 

Comparing the 1930s and the present, we can find some reasons to expect to more 

economic cooperation. One similarity and two differences exist in the two period. 

The number of Chinese students studying in Japan and that of Japanese students studying 

China are increasing. In the 1930s, many Chinese politicians, such as Chiang Kai-shek and Liao 

Chengzhi, studied in Japan. Although Japanese experts on China could not contribute to improve 

the Sino-Japanese relations, they played an important role after the war. Nowadays, exchange 

students are increasing between the two countries20. During their exchange studies, they could 
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learn various aspects, such as culture, and lifestyle. I think that mutual understanding promotes 

more economic collaboration. 

The structure of economic relations between Japan and China has changed significantly 

since the 1930s. Currently, Japan exports a large quantity of semiconductors to China, and China 

exports various product, such as cellphones, to Japan21. In addition, Japan and China depend on 

each other in agriculture and marine resources22. The Japanese investment in China is larger than 

the Chinese investment in Japan, but the latter is rapidly increasing. The trade relations are no 

longer those between an agricultural country and an industrial country. 

Over 60% of the people in Japan and China agree on the cooperation between the two 

countries on Asian issues23. This means that people from both countries regard their counterpart as 

Asia’s regional power. This atmosphere did not exist in the 1930s. It is common knowledge that 

global issues cannot be resolved by a single country; therefore, it is necessary for Japan and China 

to deal with various problems together. We can expect a new type of economic cooperation.  

For example, Japan and China can cooperate on environmental problems. After the war, 

Japan faced various instances of environmental pollution. Then, the Japanese people considered 

many countermeasures. Nowadays, environmental problems, such as global warming and air 

pollution, turn into global issues. The Chinese government, along with the private sector, is also 

dealing with these problems, but it is very difficult for a single country to resolve such a 

complicated issue. I am of the opinion that Japan’s experiences in dealing with the environmental 

problem in the past can contribute to resolving the same problem in China. This could be a new 

type of economic cooperation. 

In 1930, many people discussed economic cooperation to avoid the Sino-Japanese war, but 

its fruits were not realized. Japanese political intention interrupted the progress of discussion 

between the private sectors of Japan and China. Also the unequal relationship between these two 

has become an obstacle hindering the cooperation. Now, these issues are no longer a problem, and 

people in both countries regard the other country as very important. Therefore, there is room for 

Japan and China to initiate a new type of economic cooperation in order to resolve various global 

issues. 
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Tomomi Iwakura 
(1825~1883) 

� He played an important role in the Meiji 
Restration. 

� Russia was the biggest threat. 

� Japan and China should help each 
other. 



Tokyo Asahi Shimbun (1890) 

• East Asia faced European 
invasion. 

• Japan should form an alliance 
with China. 

 



Economic Cooperation in 
the Meiji era 

� Sei Arao (1859~1896) 

� In 1890, he established the Sino-Japanese 
Trading Research Center. 

 

� Ryuhei Shiraiwa (1870-1942) 

� One of the graduates 

� He played an important role as a businessman in 
the modern Sino-Japanese economic relations. 

 

Sei Arao 



Sino-Japanese Relations in the 1930s 

� 1931.9.18: The Manchurian Incident 

� 1932.3.1: Manchukuo was established 

� 1933.5.31: Tanggu Truce 

 

                Discussion of economic cooperation 

 

 

� 1937.7.7: The  Sino-Japanese war 



Soong Tzu-wen 
 (1894-1971) 

� The Minister of finance (1928-1933) 

� Political issues were too difficult to 
resolve at the time, but economic 
cooperation was possible. 

� The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan 
made a plan for economic cooperation. 

 



Improve the cotton quality in Shandong 

Cotton 

Exports 

Exports 

Supports 



Tsiang Tingfu (1895-1965) 

� 1929: Professor of history at Tsinghua University 

� 1936: The Chinese ambassador to the Soviet Union 

� Economic and technical cooperation with Japan contributed to the state 
construction of China. 

 



Chiang Kai-shek 
(1887-1975) 

�  He insisted on the importance of 
economic cooperation 

� He also emphasized that Japan had to 
make efforts to improve the Sino-
Japanese relations 

 

Tokyo Asahi Shimbun, February 19 1935 



 Dagong bao (1935) 

� It did not oppose Japanese suggestion about 
economic cooperation. 

� It feared that Japan might have an ambition to 
violate Chinese sovereignty. 

 

 

Dagong bao, February 16 1935 



Criticizing economic cooperation 

� Cooperation between China and Japan was unequal. 

� Japan exploited resources in China. 

� Japan attempted to remove support from Europe and US. 

� Economic cooperation was interpreted as a scheme to build an 
economic bloc among Japan, China, and “Manchukuo”. 

 

 

Life of reading, No.12, volume 1, 
1935 



Kodama Mission 
(1937) 

� It included important persons from 
Japanese business sectors. 

� They discussed economic cooperation 
with their Chinese counterparts. 

� They were not able to reach a concrete 
decision. 

 
Kenji Kodama and Chiang Kai-shek  



After the war 

� 1945.8.14 

The end of the war 

� 1962.11.9 

Trade between the two 
countries began again 

� 1972.9.29 

China-Japan Joint 
Communiqué 

� 1978.8.12 

China-Japan Peace and 
Friendship Treaty 

 

 Asahi Shimbun November 10 1962 



Aiichiro Fujiyama  
(1897-1985) 

� Businessman and politician 

� A member of the Kodama Mission 

� 1957.7~: The Minister of Foreign Affairs 

� The Japanese private sector could talk with the 
Chinese side and contribute to improving the Sino-
Japanese relations 

 



Deng 
Xiaoping 
(1904-1997) 

� He expected that more 
Japanese enterprises would 
invest more in China. 

� China’s economic growth 
could act as an advantage 
for the Japanese economy. 

 

Asahi Shimbun March 26 1984 



Differences between the 1930s and the 
1980s 

� The 1930s 

� Some of the Japanese people hoped that Japan could gain various profits 
through economic cooperation. 

 

� The 1980s 

� People did not want to hurt the mutual profit for Japan and China. 



Impression 
of the 
other 

country 

The Genron NPO, ANALYSIS PAPER: The 14th Joint 
Public Opnion Poll between Japan and China, Japan-
China Public Opinion Survey 2018 



Importance 
of Current 

Japan-
China 

Relations 

The Genron NPO, ANALYSIS PAPER: The 14th Joint 
Public Opnion Poll between Japan and China, 
Japan-China Public Opinion Survey 2018 



High-level 
dialogue 
between Japan 
and China  

 



Comparing the 1930s and the present 

� One similarity 

� Chinese students studying in Japan and that of Japanese students studying 
China 

 

� Two Differences 

� The structure of economic relations 

� Regarding their counterpart as Asia’s regional power 
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The structure of economic relations 

Japan exports to China 

semiconductors etc scientific  optical instrument

plastic parts of cars

semiconductor equipment organic compound

electrical machinery car

steel motor

the others

China exports to Japan 

communication tool clothes computer etc

audio visual systems metalware textile goods

semiconductors etc furniture parts of car

parts of computer etc the others

Trade Statics of Japan, Recent trend of trades 



The cooperation between the two 
countries on Asian issues 

Japanese 

Agree Agree if anything

Disagree if anything Disagree

Not interested No idea

No answer

Chinese 

Agree Agree if anything

Disagree if anything Disagree

Not interested No idea

No answer

The Genron NPO, ANALYSIS PAPER: The 14th Joint Public Opnion Poll between Japan and 
China, Japan-China Public Opinion Survey 2018 



 A new type of cooperation 

� Japan faced various instances of environmental pollution. 

� Environmental problems turn into global issues. 

� Japan’s experiences can contribute to resolving the same problem in 
China. 



Conclusion 

� In 1930s, Japanese political intention and the unequal relationship 
interrupted the progress of economic cooperation. 

� Now, people in both countries regard the other country as very important. 

� A new type of cooperation to resolve various global issues is expected. 



Thank you for listening! 


