
The Making Of Japanese Settler Colonialism:
Exploring Japan's Historical Expansion

The story of Japanese settler colonialism is a complex and fascinating chapter in
history that has often been overshadowed by better-known colonial powers of the
time. The expansionist policies pursued by Japan in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries left a profound impact on various regions in Asia and continue to shape
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the geopolitical landscape even today. This article delves into the historical
background, motivations, and consequences of Japanese settler colonialism.

Understanding the Motivations

Japanese settler colonialism emerged as a result of Japan's perceived need to
secure resources, establish military outposts, and potentially redistribute its
growing population. The Meiji Restoration in 1868 paved the way for Japan's
rapid modernization and industrialization, which in turn fueled its expansionist
ambitions.
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Driven by the desire to secure raw materials such as coal, iron ore, and timber,
Japan sought territorial expansion to maintain its industries. The push for new
land and resources led to the colonization of Taiwan, Korea, parts of China, and
various Pacific islands.
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The Colonization Process

The colonization process employed by the Japanese government included
elements of both official state-sponsored settlement programs and spontaneous
migration by individual Japanese citizens seeking opportunities abroad. The
government actively promoted migration through incentives and policies that
encouraged Japanese citizens to settle in newly acquired territories.

Japanese settlers in these colonies were meant to act as agents of modernization
and assimilation, spreading Japanese culture, language, and customs. This
process was not without its challenges, as the new settlers encountered
resistance from indigenous populations and faced the task of adapting to
unfamiliar environments.

Impacts on Indigenous Populations

The consequences of Japanese settler colonialism varied among the different
regions that were colonized. Indigenous populations faced displacement, forced
assimilation, and the loss of their lands and resources. In some cases, the arrival
of Japanese settlers led to violent conflicts with local communities.

Moreover, Japan's expansionist policies were accompanied by a sense of racial
superiority, which led to the systemic marginalization and discrimination of
indigenous peoples. The consequences of these practices can still be felt today,
as many indigenous groups continue to fight for recognition, land rights, and
cultural preservation.

Legacy and Contemporary Significance

The legacy of Japanese settler colonialism is complex and continues to
reverberate in contemporary regional dynamics. The colonization of Taiwan and



Korea, for example, significantly impacted their respective societies and
contributed to lasting tensions in East Asia.

Japan's actions during its colonial era remain a sensitive topic, and discussions
surrounding its historical legacy often evoke strong emotions. Recognizing and
understanding this history is crucial for coming to terms with the consequences of
settler colonialism and working towards reconciliation and justice.

The making of Japanese settler colonialism is an integral part of Japan's history
that has shaped the nation's identity, impacted indigenous populations, and
influenced regional relationships. By exploring the motivations, colonization
process, and consequences of this era, we gain valuable insight into the
complexities of colonial history and its ongoing implications.

It is only by examining and acknowledging the past that we can move forward
and work towards a more just and equitable future for all.
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This innovative study demonstrates how Japanese empire-builders invented and
appropriated the discourse of overpopulation to justify Japanese settler
colonialism across the Pacific. Lu defines this overpopulation discourse as
'Malthusian expansionism'. This was a set of ideas that demanded additional land
abroad to accommodate the supposed surplus people in domestic society on the
one hand and emphasized the necessity of national population growth on the
other. Lu delineates ideological ties, human connections and institutional
continuities between Japanese colonial migration in Asia and Japanese migration
to Hawaii and North and South America from 1868 to 1961. He further places
Malthusian expansionism at the center of the logic of modern settler colonialism,
challenging the conceptual division between migration and settler colonialism in
global history. This title is also available as Open Access.
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