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ChAPTeR TwenTy-SeVen

JAPAn1

Compared to all previous imperialist powers, Japan was formally the last 
nation which started imperialist adventures by waging war with Russia 
and China and occupying and exploiting foreign countries (parts of them) 
like Formosa, Korea and north China from 1897 onwards. 

The deliberations of the International Opium Commission in Shanghai 
(February 1909) revealed many tensions between the imperial powers. In 
the US delegation, missionaries like Tenney and Brent exerted great influ-
ence. They could not understand the British reluctance to move rapidly 
toward comprehensive opium controls. Their intellectual and political 
level is best characterized by their report to the US Government which 
states:

That part of the convention having to do with central governmental control 
of the drugs is based on the best european and Japanese practice, which on 
the whole is far in advance of the practice of our Federal Government.2

The european practice has been described in detail in the previous chap-
ters and the American one will follow in the next. So, how far in advance 
was Japan? 

Commenting on the results of the next international conference on 
opium (Geneva, 1924-’25), the British ambassador to Japan, Charles eliot, 
could not answer this question. he informed his London base:

I do not understand very clearly what has happened at the Opium Confer-
ence except that Japan is taking sides with America against us. This no 
doubt means that Japan is glad to show America that in spite of the exclu-
sion clause she has no objection to friendly cooperation on occasion. It is 
also a hint to us ... Japan also sometimes feels it prudent to defer to this 

1 For the general background of this chapter I relied much on w. walker III. Only 
quotations from it will be indicated. It is, furthermore, advisable to study B. wakabayashi 
to discover specific backgrounds (ethnic differences involved, post-war Japanese political 
correctness or ideological constraints on historical scholarship) relative to the ‘imperial 
Japanese opium operations ‘ in China and elsewhere. The following chapter is, in fact, a 
quick overview of these operations. 

2 Quoted in C. Terry, M. Pellens, p. 637. Bishop Brent and Dr. Tenney were the lead-
ing figures of the Philippine Opium Commission (1906), see below, and Brent was again 
the main voice in this Shanghai commission. For Brent see D. Musto, passim.
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same powerful country though in so doing she may to her great regret 
inconvenience her former ally.3

The British, let alone their diplomats, did not understand that the end of 
the British empire was a fact after world war I. Japan and the USA had 
taken over; they supported each other in many fields as “new Imperialists”, 
although they were also competitors. Mutual praise and criticism could 
be noted. 

Probably this British ambassador read in the then famous American 
Terry’s Guide to the Japanese Empire the abundant praise for Japan which 
gave Manchuria (not yet conquered!) ‘a promising future’ while it is ‘being 
developed and modernized by the capable and progressive Japanese’.4 
notwithstanding the Chinese initiative to build the link to the Trans-
Siberian Railways, the Guide continues, it is thanks to the ‘present able 
Japanese management [that] the rapidly spreading system has become 
one of the great highways of the world, and it is as modern, as safe, and as 
dependable as the best American railway’. The ‘order-loving, thoughtful 
Japanese are of imperishable interest to the average traveler’. The Japanese 
victories at Port Arthur (1894 and 1904) ‘have made of the region one of 
the most interesting and instructive battle-fields.’ And so on. Other 
remarkable examples of American “Japanophile” behavior are given 
below.

however, it is almost certain that this British ambassador did not have 
the information discovered by a journalist of the New York Times five 
years earlier. This journalist reported in a very long and detailed article 
(February 1919) that the Japanese government ‘secretly fosters the mor-
phia traffic in China and other countries in the Far east …’ he further 
informed his readership that ‘morphia’ can no longer be purchased in 
europe, but that the seat of industry 

has been transferred to Japan, and morphia is now manufactured by the 
Japanese themselves. Literally, tens of millions of yen are transferred annu-
ally from China to Japan for the payment of Japanese morphia ...”5Before 
discussing the serious contradictions at issue, first, a brief sketch of the 
Japanese background is necessary. 

3 Quoted by h. Goto-Shibata, p. 97.
4 Terry’s Guide, p. 756.
5 Quoted in e. La Motte, p. 11.
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A Domestic Opium Problem

After the Meiji revolution (ca. 1867-1877), a radical oikoidal political 
economy developed in Japan.6 From the start of industrialization, a close 
cooperation was established between the state (including the emperor) 
and economic family trusts (Mitsui, yasuda or Sumimoto). As pure oikoi, 
like that of the western Rothschild, they controlled banks, industries or 
trade. They urged control of foreign resources (coal, etc.) and markets for 
their end-products, which became the basic motive for Japanese imperi-
alism and the military build-up. The military state power and its monop-
oly of coercion also became subject to competition between oikoi, the 
clans of the Choshu (army) and the Satsuma (marine). 

whatever their mutual differences, the main targets of all interests 
were Formosa (Taiwan), Korea and, in particular, China. what all other 
imperialist powers did (army to conquer, opium to addict China) was 
copied by this newcomer in the usual excessively violent way. It arrived at 
its targets much more quickly, however: apparently, it had no time to lose 
to become a “honorable member of the imperial (opium) club”. 

Also in this Japanese variable of the well-known story, the attackers 
cannot claim that they did not know what opium was all about. In the 
midst of the Meiji Revolt or “Restoration”, the very first statement of the 
new government, issued in June 1868, with orders to post it throughout 
the country, was:

Opium is a product that decreases a person’s energy and shortens life. For-
eigners are forbidden by treaty from bringing it in[to Japan], but recently 
[the government] has found out that it is being smuggled in, which will lead 
to disaster if it spreads among the public. Buying and selling are of course 
prohibited, as is smoking. Violations of the prohibition policy will be 
severely punished. This [policy] will be strictly observed in perpetuity.7

Selling drugs for profit was punishable by beheading, and the maximum 
penalty for enticing people into smoking opium was death by strangula-
tion; for consuming it, one could be banished or imprisoned. Knowing 
how corrupt bureaucrats are, the Japanese anti-opium law did not forget 
the officials who had to uphold the law: if they failed, they were liable to 
the same penalties.

6 For the Meiji revolution see my contribution to h. Derks (ed., 1989), p. 164 ff.  
7 Quoted in J. Jennings (1997), p. 8.; also for the following Idem, chapter 1.
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Before this Meiji Revolt, the Japanese elite knew enough of the political 
troubles surrounding the introduction of opium. The humiliating assault 
on China by the British and French in order to spread opium was fraught 
with unpleasant possibilities for Japan. 

Both the western aggressiveness and the devastating effects of opium 
were heightened by the Americans. They wanted to be in the Shogun’s 
good graces after their own assault on Japan (Perry’s squadron, 1853) and 
outdo their British competitors. The first American consul-general in 
Japan, Townsend harris, played upon those fears four years later. he 
described the trouble opium had brought to China: millions of Chinese 
were addicts; the yearly opium import cost $25 million; etc. harris paint-
ed the potential future of Japan:

Opium is the one great enemy of China. If it is used, it weakens the body 
and injures it like the most deadly poison; it makes the rich poor and the 
wise foolish; it unmans all that use it, and by reason of the misery it brings 
robbers, and acts of violence increase and … england will not prohibit it, 
because the trade is profitable ... China has prohibited the importation of 
opium, but the english bring it in armed vessels and smuggle it in. ... It 
appears that the english think the Japanese, too, are fond of opium, and 
they want to bring it here also ... the english want to introduce it into Japan.8 

Of course, harris did not mention that American clippers were found 
among the main opium smuggling ships and American firms among the 
main providers, and of course, he told his Japanese diplomatic partners: 
‘If you make a treaty with the United States and settle the matter of the 
opium trade, england cannot change this, though she should desire to do 
so.’ This message must have had the envisaged effect, because a year later 
Japan signed a treaty with the Americans, which was a clear break with 
the past since Japan only traded with the Dutch and Chinese until that 
date.

There was, however, a remarkable provision in the commercial treaty 
between the USA and Japan (1858): American ships could import opium, 
but not more than three catties (four pounds) per ship. This treaty became 
the model for similar treaties with the netherlands, Russia, england and 
France. I do not know how many western ships arrived each year, but the 
total import must have been far from full prohibition. The acceptance of 
opium import by foreigners, and therefore domestic consumption, meant 
that Japan became “a little bit pregnant” with an opium problem.

8 Quoted in Idem, p. 7.
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In the following years they were confronted with British smuggling 
practices, other attempts of western powers to force opium trade on 
them and, in particular, the smoking attitudes of Chinese sailors and resi-
dents. Observations like the following about their habits say something 
about the panic-stricken reactions of Japanese authorities:

In the Chinese merchant ships ... they smoke something called opium-
tobacco. This is a paste stuffed into the bowl of an opium pipe, lighted and 
smoked. One of the qualities of opium is that one never feels sleepy; con-
sequently, the pilots use it in order not to fall asleep at sea ... however, this 
opium is smoked in doses, and if the dose is exceeded, it becomes a poison. 
Moreover, many pilots die after three or four years. everyone says that the 
poison of opium brings on other sicknesses.9

Later (1868), a nagasaki newspaper reported about the death of four 
prostitutes allegedly because they got opium from Chinese residents. 
Apparently, it concerned an anti-Chinese racist action, but the authori-
ties reacted by publicly posting a proclamation with the warnings:

Opium smoking scorches the lungs and deranges the mind, and finally it 
causes addiction and is a threat to life ... now [the government] ... discov-
ered that the vice is being gradually spread from the Chinese to our own 
people. Therefore, from now on it is forbidden to land [opium] ...10

It was the beginning of a national anti-Chinese campaign after the Japan-
China negotiations (1871) remained ambiguous: Japan decided unilater-
ally to inspect all Chinese ships for opium and all houses of the Chinese 
community in Japan. This led to serious incidents. The Sino-Japanese war 
was then not very far off. 

These far-reaching anti-opium actions were counteracted by a gradual 
development into an opium monopoly of the government. First, the gov-
ernment tried to control the local distribution of foreign opium, but 
accepted more responsibilities and took steps to improve and regulate 
production for medical use only. That did not remain confined to medical 
use, but another market was provoked; smuggling and smoking increased; 
more control and bureaucratization were the answer. In 1876 the next 
step was taken to a full-fledged opium monopoly of the government. One 
reasoned:

9 Quoted by J. Jennings (1997), p. 13. About the earlier Chinese-Japanese relations, 
see J. Murdoch, vol. III, chapter 3 and p. 272 ff. 

10 Idem, p. 13.
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that if the government directly imported the drug to make up for shortfalls 
in domestic production, smuggling and opium smoking could be more eas-
ily suppressed.11 

This monopoly was still confined to medical production and consump-
tion with the necessary import. The morphine content was important for 
the Japanese physicians. In 1880 the production was not more than 262 
kilo raw opium, which increased six years later to 975 kilo annually. The 
cultivators received ‘6.3 yen per 375 grams of opium with a morphine 
content of 6 percent, and a bonus of 0.7 yen per additional percentage 
point of morphine content’.12 

These rather contradictory domestic experiences led to a rather conse-
quent approach of “victims of opium” in conquered territories (advertised 
as “soft”) and a quick and more extensive establishment and management 
of an Opium Monopoly. Japan with its image as the modernizing Asian 
power par excellence was at that time also an example for Chinese stu-
dents. Returning from Japan they ‘agitated for opium control after seeing 
a government monopoly there and on the island of Formosa apparently 
reduce the incidence of smoking’.13

were these students victims of effective propaganda? Japanese imperi-
alism can easily be judged as one of the harshest forms of a narco-military 
regimes. even this is a “profession” which must be learned, and in Formosa 
a certain “soft” approach was practised. wasn’t it? 

The Annexation of Formosa /Taiwan

when Japan occupied Formosa as the outcome of the Chinese–Japanese 
war (1895), it received public approval from the American government 
and public opinion. That was three years before the USA followed this 
example and occupied the Philippines (see next chapter). The two new-
comers on the international scene created for each other the “right” to 
follow the old colonial and imperialist practices. As the old ones had done 
so successfully, both newcomers were willing to exploit the immanent 
weaknesses of the beleaguered Ch’ing dynasty.14 

11 Idem, p. 9.
12 Idem, p. 10.
13 w. walker III, p. 14.
14 An interesting reflection (1919) on the new ascendancy of Japan in the Far east is 

S.G. Chen, p. 278-289.
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Most symbolic for this constellation was a long and unbelievably posi-
tive article in The New York Times (25 September 1904) about the Japanese 
occupation and colonization of Formosa, in particular about its opium 
policy. It is titled: ‘Savage Island of Formosa Transformed by Japanese. 
Wonders Worked in a Few Years With a People That Others Had Failed to 
Subdue—A Lesson for Other Colonizing Nations’. The message: the Chinese 
were ‘glad’ that Japan ‘demanded’ such a wild, primitive, opium smug-
gler’s nest to civilize. The Spanish or Dutch colonizers ‘gave it up in 
despair’; the French and english preferred ‘not to put their foot’ on such a 
savage island, while for the Chinese government it was an outlet for its 
own outlaws, pirates, robbers and similar individuals or bands. Before dis-
cussing this article, it is good to comment first on the allegedly savage 
character of Formosa, a main “argument” to capture it “rightly”.

A Former Formosa15

It was the Portuguese who gave this island off the Chinese coast its best-
known name Ihla Formosa (Beautiful Island) in 1544. Spanish traders 
from the Philippines followed, but both refrained from colonizing it for 
some reason or other. The Dutch, eager to trade with China, decided to 
occupy the island (1624) and largely used it as a service station for the 
ships sailing to China and Japan.16 A story about the ‘original sin’ is con-
nected to this Dutch stay in Formosa: the Dutch brought opium to the 
east Indies and then to Formosa. Owen, reproducing engelbert Kaempfer, 
states: 

here the malaria-tainted jungle made opium an esteemed addition to the 
rudimentary materia medica. Opium divans soon appeared and with them 
confirmed addicts, who, in the words of a Chinese writer, unless they “be 
killed will not cease smoking”. Once in Formosa the new vice easily found 
its way to the mainland.17 

This is simplified historiography. The Chinese, however, did not accept 
this occupation and defeated the Dutch through the mediation of a kind 
of pirate king, Zheng Chenggong (“Koxinga” ). he transformed Formosa 

15 See for the following www.howardscott.net; www.maritimeheritage.org/ports/tai-
wan.html; 

16 One of the best descriptions of the Dutch trade in Japan is still J. Murdoch, vol. III, 
chapter VIII; about Formosa, p. 276 -281. F. Gaastra has next to nothing of interest and 
mentions engelbert Kaempfer as the main source of Murdoch’s story only once in passing 
(p. 106).  

17 D. Owen, p. 15. See also h. Morse (1926), vol. I, p. 5, 44.
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into a Chinese trading center for the Portuguese, British, French or Dutch 
and integrated the island better into the extensive Chinese trade net-
works. Remarkably enough, this Koxinga was also made a Japanese hero.18

Until the Chinese prohibition laws of 1729, opium smoking was con-
fined to Formosa and Fukien (Owen). Indeed, Formosa was always inti-
mately connected in the western perception with the opposite islands 
and cities of the mainland, Amoy (now Xiamen) and Ku Lang hsu (now 
Gulangyu), about 150 miles from Formosa. everywhere in the realm lived 
pirate-fishermen of Japanese and Chinese origin, who regularly raided the 
Fujian coastal settlements and captured foreign ships, smuggled salt and 
opium in the 19th-century. 

They must have learned about that profitable product from pirate-
smugglers of european origin, who settled in this region as well, and 
undertook opium smuggling as the most lucrative contraband. It seems 
appropriate to identify the latter with the heavily armed American opium 
clippers who could sail through the Formosan Channel against the north-
east monsoon. They were often the property of the British opium dealers 
Jardine-Matheson & Co. or the American Dent &Co. Owen talks about the 
glorious reception of one of these clippers, the Eamont, by the Formosan 
“natives” and “whites”: 

On one occasion she was sent to open Formosa as an opium market, and 
in the course of her visit, had to repel the assault of hundreds of natives as 
well as to ride out a typhoon. everything was shipshape aboard the better 
clippers, the crew well paid and well fed. One of the eamont’s company has 
testified that “The officers of her Britannic Majesty’s ships on the station 
were very often delighted to come on board these opium-clippers and spend 
a pleasant evening, the more so that the table was much better than any of 
the hotels that were then in existence in the far-off eastern land”. Service 
on a clipper was regarded as a desirable appointment ...19 

If a western opium dealer’s representative has to “open” Formosa for the 
opium market around 1830-40, it must be clear that before that time 
Formosa was “closed”. Apart from this, the quotation shows how the nar-
co-military relationship was celebrated in luxury in its earliest phase.

After the First Opium war the Ch’ing government was obliged to des-
ignate Amoy as one of the five Treaty Ports (1842), after which Ku Lang 
hsu became the internationally notorious center of excessive gambling, 
drinking, prostitution and opium trade. Most of the wealth on display on 

18 J. Murdock, vol. III, p. 275.
19 D. Owen, p. 201.
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Ku Lang hsu is to be seen in the still present colonial architecture repro-
ducing the opium profits of the former owners. 

In the 1870s the export of sugar brought riches to the Takow traders, 
but according to the well established colonial system, the British tried to 
“balance” their sugar trade with opium; if necessary, opium of the lower 
Persian quality.20 Soon sugar made up fully 90% of the export and opium 
90% of the import. 

At that time (ca. 1865) the Dutch physician, Jos Bechtinger, needed 
twelve days to travel in a Chinese junk and in bad weather from Amoy to 
Formosa’s Tamsui, near the present Taipei.21 During his stay, Bechtinger 
met Odd, a British opium dealer from Dent & Co. in hong Kong who was 
stationed there. This man had his opium store in a ‘customs office’ run by 
an American, John Dodd. Bechtinger experienced the lawless life there, 
when the British opium dealer cut the queue of a Chinese worker, whom 
he had caught stealing. A German opium dealer, Mellet, described how he 
had chased away Chinese employees, who had removed the gunpowder 
from his canons, and so on. They became Bechtinger’s friends. 

These opium dealers traveled the islands to sell opium to Chinese and 
tribal people, who lived a quite separate life. Other westerners from 
Poland or Spain visited Formosa at the same time. All were attacked by 
the Chinese and/or “savages”, of which there were many tribes. 
Bechtinger’s story gives the impression that Formosa was divided between 
Chinese villages or small towns with a Chinese population on the coasts 
and several tribes in the interior. The latter are painted as savages, some-
times cannibals; the former as inimical to the white foreigners. All inhab-
itants are described in a rather denigrating way.

Other western travelers reported in 1888 how the original population 
mixed with Chinese in east Formosa. About the last of the indigenous, 
daughter of a king, he said:

One daughter remained; she married a Chinaman, took to opium and sold 
the crown to some Chinese virtuoso. By the way, the aboriginal women, 
who marry Chinese, nearly all become confirmed opium-smokers. Their 
husbands are chiefly to blame, by enticing them to try just one smoke, as 
they clean and light the pipes.22

20 Idem, p. 287, 288.
21 J. Bechtinger, p. 3 ff.
22 Quoted from an interesting series of old articles reproduced on the website http://

academic.reed.edu/formosa/intro.html. Parts of Bechtinger’s story can be found there as 
well. The quotation is from G. Taylor’s article in The China Review, 16 (1888). The next one 
is from J. Thomson’s article in the Journal of the Royal Geographical Society, 53 (1873). The 
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An earlier (1873) report of a British geographer-discoverer tells:

The imports of Takow consist of opium, cotton and woolen piece-goods, 
raw cotton, hemp bags, nankeens and prepared tobacco; and the chief 
exports, of brown and white sugar, sesamum-seeds, rice, sweet potatoes 
(extensively used as food by the natives) ... The enormous increase in trade 
and the corresponding revenue is mainly due to the energy of the foreign 
traders, although partly to the slightly more liberal policy of the Chinese 
Government and to the rapidly developing resources of the island … 

This optimism soon faded away because the arrival of the steamers made 
it necessary to improve harbor facilities, but the local Ch’ing leadership 
failed to do this, and the trade shifted from Takow to Anping. This is prob-
ably one reason why the Ch’ing lost confidence in Formosa and were will-
ing to accept the Japanese demands in the Sino-Japanese war. 

Another reason, or indication of this, could be the desolate condition 
of the Chinese soldiers on Formosa, who could not match the vigilant 
Japanese army. A Presbyterian missionary, George ede, visited the camps 
of Chinese soldiers in eastern Formosa which were ‘anything but clean’ 
(1891). he also saw:

Of the sixty soldiers at this camp only three did not smoke opium. The 
whole set of them were in a most plighty condition. Many were in rags, and 
not a few had their bodies covered with most offensive sores. On asking if 
the soldiers had not regular drill, I was told by a fellow-traveler that the only 
exercise they went through was with the “big gun”, which is a name jocularly 
given to the opium-pipe … In place of money, the soldiers receive a large 
share of their wages in opium. Most of the men say that they began taking 
this … “dirt” … to alleviate the pain of their body ailments, for they have no 
means of obtaining medical treatment in times of trouble.23 

when the Japanese army entered Formosa a short time later, they did not 
fight these poor soldiers alone. The New York Times provides the details.

A “new Formosa”

Japan took until 1901 before the ‘last revolutionary elements’ were killed.24 
The country enjoyed ‘only a few years of complete peace’. Indeed, these 
six years of war must have been a very bloody and costly affair. It was the 

same kind of information about the opium import-export of Formosa (Takow) was given 
in 1867 by n.B. Dennys.

23 The quotation is from George ede’s article in the Presbyterian Messenger (1890-
1891) given on website in the previous note.

24 For the resistance of the Formosans see C.-M. Ka, p. 83 note 1.
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first assault of the Japanese army on Chinese soil. But the journalist 
reports simply that already in 1901, ‘the natives begin to understand the 
blessings of Japanese rule and to praise it’! The ‘enlightened laws of Japan’ 
were introduced and applied in full measure for the Japanese colonizers, 
but not for the uncivilized aboriginal inhabitants, who were unable to 
appreciate civilization without training. 

every new colonizing regime is eager to improve the infrastructure 
(roads, railway and telecommunication) in order to make the repressive 
military more mobile. For the homeland the resources of the colony are 
exploited (here: forests and mining). For their own colonizing settlers, 
health and medical provisions must be made similar to the standards of 
the homeland. They become show places for foreign visitors, seldom plac-
es where indigenous people were cured in a relevant way. The same is 
true for the educational facilities. Japan did or intended to do all this in 
Formosa and later in Korea. The unnamed reporter of The New York Times 
noted everything.

however, he spends the first half of the article blessing the Japanese 
rule, the new and soft opium policy:

even the opium habit has in so far been respected that the natives are not 
punished for consuming opium, though opium smoking and dealing in 
opium is a crime for which Japanese citizens in Japan and in Formosa as 
well are punished with penal servitude of varying degrees. 

The Japanese government has adopted a policy of making ‘the opium 
trade a monopoly, which it judiciously uses for at the same time permit-
ting and discouraging opium smoking’. Full control is organized around 
consumption, addicted persons (clearly defined as ‘opium smokers’), dis-
tribution by means of opium dens, import, and so on. 

Also statistics are included. According to The New York Times there 
were about three million inhabitants on Formosa in 1900, of whom  
exactly

169,064 were opium smokers. By the end of March 1902, only 152,044 were 
registered and licensed as opium smokers, the decrease of 17,020 having 
been caused by death or by the discontinuance of the opium habit, and this 
number will no doubt rapidly be further reduced by the wise policy that is 
being pursued. The value of the opium imported was fixed in 1900 at an 
amount of 3,392,602 yen. The obvious result three years later was ‘1,121,455 
yen only’. 

It is, of course, doubtful whether one could have statistics, let alone reli-
able ones, in such a ‘savage island’, full of warring parties. A journalist 
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should have been very suspicious when hearing that 17,020 people died 
from opium smoking in a short time. This is impossible. These figures 
must be seen, therefore, as advertisements of the good, wise, Japanese 
colonization.25 

The following table demonstrates this again.

Table 36. Opium revenue and Licensed Opium Smokers on Formosa, 1897-1941 (selected 
years)26

year Opium 
revenue in 
yen

Opium 
revenue as 
% of total 
revenue

Opium 
revenue as % 
of monopoly 
revenue

number of 
licensed opium 
smokers

Smokers as % 
of population

1897 1 640 210 30.9 100 50 597 2.1
1899 4 249 577 41.8 124.6 130 962 5
1901 2 804 894 23.9 35.4 157 619 5.7
1905 4 205 830 19.4 33.2 130 476 4.2
1909 4 667 399 15.2 21 109 995 3.5
1915 5 870 408 15.3 50 71 715 2.1
1920 7 847 739 9.5 --- 48 012 1.3
1930 4 349 818 4.4 --- 23 237 0.5
1935 2 567 588 2.1 --- 14 644 0.3
1940 2 278 542 0.9 --- 8 594 0.14

The New York Times reports that the general revenue in 1896 is 2,711,822 
yen; in that case the opium revenue must be about 60 per cent of the  
total revenue. The effects of an opium monopoly are seen, for instance, in 
the figures of 1909 and 1915: while the number of licensed smokers 
decreases by about 40%, the revenue increases by 30%: the prices of  
the opium for the consumers are strongly increased by “the dealer”.27 

25 In the most positive assessment one can imagine that the Japanese fixed a certain 
number of smokers in say 1903 or 1905. To show for the outside world how “good and wise” 
their treatments were, one has to fix a much higher figure earlier in time, etc. Again it must 
be remembered here that smokers are not identical with addicts.

26 A combination of the tables 2.1 and 2.2. in J. Jennings (1997), p. 24 and 29. These 
figures are in variance with those mentioned in T. Tong Joe, p. 70. The latter are based on 
a Japanese article (1924) and a speech of the Japanese representative, Sugimura, in the first 
International Opium Conference. The fourth column is derived from C-m. Ka table 2.2 and 
2.3, p. 55, 56.

27 T. Tong Joe, p. 69 ff. accepts everything that the Japanese propaganda states: there 
is no opium smuggling in Formosa, not only because of an effective police force but also 
thanks to the very low prices asked of the addicts, so that smuggling is not lucrative. The 
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what cannot be shown is whether there was the usual corruption of the 
monopoly officials in Formosa. In most other cases (the VOC and eIC cor-
ruption with their government backing were notorious), it remains 
impossible to trust the cat to stay away from the cream. The price manip-
ulations clearly point to an affirmative conclusion. 

In Japan the colonization of Formosa was not popular, because it was 
too costly due to the underestimated resistance and, therefore, long mili-
tary involvement. It was even proposed to sell Formosa to a western 
country.28 The fourth governor-general, Kodama Gentaro, and his civil 
affairs bureau chief, Gotō Shimpei, came up with a new approach: in 
short, Formosa had to pay for itself, but this deserved an initial invest-
ment for roads, railroads, harbors and, of course, prisons. Gotō had made 
a master plan to develop the infrastructure of Formosa (1898). earlier 
Japanese investments were only directed at colonial government build-
ings and military expenditures. The new master plan focussed on eco-
nomic growth and exploitation of the island; the financing involved, 
therefore, a government loan of 35 million yen to the Japanese Formosa 
administration that should be repaid with interest. Land tax reform was 
one source of revenue.

As a means of repaying public debts and reducing Japan’s fiscal burden in 
a period of public disapproval of the colonial adventure ... Gotō explored 
another important source of revenue: government takeover of the monop-
oly benefits held by foreign traders on opium and camphor [sixty per cent 
of the import was opium]. An opium bureau was set up in 1897 to monop-
olize the production and sale of opium. According to Gotō’s plan, opium 
prices would be marked up to obtain an annual income of 1.6 million  
yen. Combined with the customs on opium imports, this revenue would 
allow the government to gross at least 2.4 million yen annually, about  
as much as the tax revenues of the Office of the Governor-General in  
1897.29

It is like reading a report of a Dutch, British or French colonial Governor-
General. Indeed, whatever the differences in the details, once again the 
twofold function of opium in the exploitation of a conquered foreign land 
is documented here: to pay the cost of the military conquest and occupa-
tion, and to keep the opposition in the population under control; a third 

price is only a quarter of the hong Kong price: 117 yen per kilo for first-class opium and 
87.6 yen per kilo for second-class.

28 See C-M. Ka, p. 50 ff.
29 Idem, p. 53, 54.
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and fourth function could be developed only on top of these two: to 
 conduct a profitable international business for members of the occupying 
power elite and to make a sound basis for further conquests. 

The main effect of the narco-military monopoly also here in Formosa 
was that the government had to become the dealer in all respects and 
chased away all foreign competitors. It also had to look overseas for 
resources and to become a player in the international opium game, 
including smuggling practices. 

The opium monopoly triggered others: in camphor, tobacco, salt and 
alcohol. Indirect taxes could be kept as high as 50-60% of the tax revenue 
at the expense of the consumers. 

The Japanese knew perfectly well that

the measures employed to achieve financial independence were expedients 
that could cause embarrassment if discovered by foreigners or the newly 
colonized people and could never be relied on permanently.30 

Gotō stated this later in a lecture to the yuki club. A clever remark  
showing understanding for the fact that you cannot continue to turn on 
the tax screw, but he did not mention the opportunities given: being so 
experienced, the same tactic could be repeated after a new conquest. 
That is what Japan did. and the fear of foreigners could be sublimated as 
well. 

new imperialists are, indeed, modernized. not only occupation and 
exploitation of foreign territory are saved, also modern public relations in 
attracting tourists. This documents the rather rare American Terry’s Guide 
to the Japanese Empire.31 In it, Formosa is ‘a bizarre blend of civilization 
and savagery’, and it offers ‘the blasé traveler an unusual thrill—that of 
hobnobbing with savage head-hunters who secretly covet the visitor’s 
head but are prevented by Japanese law and watchfulness from taking it 
unless the traveler is willing!’ The tourist can watch savage dances under 
the secure protection of ‘their Japanese masters’. Their aim was to make 
of Formosa an exceptionally attractive tourist resort with its mixture of 
savagery and modern hotels and comfort.

There is praise in this Guide of 1930 for the 

advanced educational ideals of the Japanese as colonizers’ while rescuing 
‘a savage race from moral, commercial, and intellectual oblivion’ in a ‘war 

30 Idem, p. 54, 55. See also Idem, p. 61
31 Terry’s Guide, p. 761-791.
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of regeneration or extermination … being conducted with characteristic 
Japanese vigor’. These savages ‘die in defense of their wretched huts … 32 
The Japanese guards of the tribes live in bamboo houses along a broad road 
cut through the cleared jungle ‘surrounded by barbed-wire fences, and sup-
plied with firearms, grenades, field-guns, telephones, etc. ... entanglements 
are electrically charged and sunken mines are laid for the savages.33 

In short: highly attractive for American tourists who can play the hunting-
savages game here and attend the show because ‘sometimes whole par-
ties are ambushed and massacred’.

elsewhere on the island one could enjoy other spectacular things:

The Monopoly Bureau where the bulk of the world’s supply of camphor is 
refined, and where all the opium smoked on the island is elaborated, is 
highly interesting. ... The visitor is shown the complicated process of ... treat-
ing the crude opium. The hotel manager will plan a visit ...34

The tourist information about opium (in Japanese ahen, afuyō) is quite 
precise and allows us to cross-check the official data given in the table. 
There are also marked differences with the Dutch east Indies practices. 
After some remarks about the origin of opium and the information that it 
is forbidden for Japanese to smoke it, the description of their opium fac-
tory is as follows:

The process of crushing it [the imported raw opium from India, China or 
Turkey. h.D.], then steaming it in huge vats, and adding wine and other 
relishes to impart a piquant taste, is interesting. The rooms are filled with 
the disagreeable odor of burning medicine. none of the 300 or more 
employees smoke. The finished product is packed in 1-lb tins in three 
grades; the best quality retailing for about ¥21, the 2d at ¥17, and the 3d 
at ¥13. The Bureau pays out about 5 million yen a year for materials and 
for expenses, and nets about 1 million yen—a considerable item of the 
island revenue. There are upward of 100,000 smokers in Formosa, each of 
whom uses about 37 grains a day, for which 6 sen are paid. The death-rate 
among them is high.35 

There are in 1930 apparently four times as many smokers as given in the 
table. however, if all these 100,000 smokers have to pay 6 sen a day for 

32 Idem, p. 763 and 769.
33 Idem, p. 770. The description continues with many kinds of morbid details.
34 Idem, p. 781.
35 Idem, p. 782. In 1930 a yen equals about half an American dollar; one sen equals 

1/100 of a yen (Idem, p. xix). The purchasing power of a dollar was large: from Seattle to 
Japan a first-class cabin on a luxury steamer cost about $200, to hong Kong $290, etc.; a 
‘Round the world Tours’ (from Seattle via Shanghai, Singapore, Suez to London and back 
to new york) for $910. 
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their dose, the total annual income is about ¥ 219 million, which is fifty 
times more than the income given in the table ! If one, furthermore, thinks 
about opium as a ‘considerable item of the island revenue’, it concerns a 
statement ‘considerably’ beyond the aim of the Japanese colonizers that 
this opium contribution should be as greatly diminished as possible. with 
this outcome all other figures become suspicious, and specific questions 
(like: who has pocketed all this non-registered money?) demand new 
investigations. 

Another rather unknown aspect of the Japanese occupation of Formosa 
concerns the Japanese cocaine production. De Jong mentions that 

Japan and Formosa use nearly all their leaves to produce cocaine. They use 
themselves the largest part of it and export the rest. Formosa exports most 
leaves to Japan.36

Their cocaine production is as follows:

Table 37. Japanese Cocaine Production, 1934-1939 (x 1kg)37

1934 1935 1936 1937 1938 1939

Japan 910 900 900 896 900 900
Formosa  40  84  75  90  85  80
Total 950 984 975 986 985 980

The conclusion seems to be that one attempts to hide the reality behind 
the announcement of the outstanding colonial performance of the 
Japanese apostles of civilization, and has to tame the brutal and system-
atic elimination of defenseless indigenous peoples by means of cocaine, 
opium and its derivatives. 

The Korean Case

Opium smoking in Korea was a late 19th-century phenomenon. It arrived 
in all probability from neighboring Manchuria around 1880 when the 
British import into China had reached its highest levels. Like all other gov-
ernments, the Korean one prohibited the use, cultivation and import of 
opium and even of opium pipes (in vain). In 1910 the Japanese took over 
control, and they repeated the prohibition according to the strict Japanese 
law. everywhere in the spheres of Japanese influence, however, the con-

36 A. w. de Jong, p. 884.
37 Idem, p. 884.
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tradiction between law and practice was dangerously large. That was well 
known internationally but was not always opportune in the diplomatic 
discourse.

The New York Times (March 30, 1919) published a long letter presented 
to the American minister in Peking written by the representatives of the 
Korean people living in China. It is one long complaint about the Japanese 
colonizers, their economic, religious, ethnic and cultural exploitation. 
They also wrote:

The Japanese Government has established a bureau for the sale of opium 
and under the pretext that opium was to be used for medicinal purposes 
has caused Koreans and Formosans to engage in poppy cultivation. The 
opium is secretly shipped into China. Because of the Japanese encourage-
ment of this traffic, many Koreans have become users of drugs.

This cannot be very far from the truth. First, opium addiction was offi-
cially eradicated thanks to severe punishments, but morphine and heroin 
addiction was introduced and encouraged without any form of effective 
control and with very low fines. In 1924 ‘there were four thousand addicts 
in Keijo (Seoul) alone, creating “enormous havoc”. nor was the problem 
confined to the cities’.38 Six years later, there was a thousand more, repre-
senting only a fraction of the total.

Furthermore, Japanese Korea emerged as a major exporter of raw opi-
um, because the Japanese pharmaceutical industry used the colony as 
resource production in north Korea. It established a branch office and 
morphine factory in Keijo as well. The colonial government apparently 
created the demand through its soft morphine policy. 

It was still not large enough. Along the border with China, illicit pro-
duction and smuggling developed during world war I. This created a dis-
parity between an official anti-narcotics policy and an attractive extension 
of a profitable market in Korea and abroad (mainly China). 

An opium monopoly was established in 1919, which was ineffective, if 
one expected to eradicate the opium and its derivatives problem. Under 
this monopoly, production, distribution and consumption increased dra-
matically, and the relations with the Japanese-controlled parts of north 
China, the Kwantung Leased Territory and Manchukuo, intensified year 
after year. The following table provides the details. 

38 J. Jennings (1997), p. 31.
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Table 38. Opium and narcotics production in Korea, 1930-194139

year Raw opium 
in kilo

Area in 
hectares

Government 
payment in 
yen

Morphine 
in kilo

heroin in 
kilo

Medicinal 
use opium 
in kilo

1930 1 400 736 35 572 195.58 103.1 10.93

1931 5 654 1 054 166 051 272 155 12.49

1932 7 634 1 087 235 153 274.93 135.79 10.35

1933 14 059 2 241 401 149 267.01 156.76 ---

1934 11 339 2 178 343 028 310.32 100.81 9.9

1935 18 348 2 481 565 922 84.25 --- 5.03

1936 27 305 2 385 796 776 --- --- 11.9

1937 28 848 2 557 792 618 --- --- 59.71

1938 27 712 5 004 718 914 87.05 --- 22.4

1939 27 702 6 597 724 245 141.57 4.1 45.38

1940 32 929 7 295 1 348 821 239.03 2.7 25.01

1941 50 725 8 462 2 592 661 --- --- ---

It may be true that the rapid emergence of Japan as a major producer of 
narcotics was ‘a response to the international shortage of medicinal drugs 
during world war I’ (Jennings), but the nationalism in Japan with its 
strong imperialistic drive and immanent racism vis-à-vis the Chinese and 
Korean “races” created that dangerous combination between military and 
industrial interests, the narco-military state. In one international confer-
ence after the other, Japan erected a smoke-screen to hide vigorous activ-
ities on the military and opium fronts. 

The Japanese colonies of Korea and Formosa were used as the basis for 
the opium assault on China. ‘At harbin and Mukden, the drug trade was 
in the hands of Koreans who seemed to local officials to have no other 
way of making a living.’40 The open hostilities in China began in 1937, but 
their previous history must be elucidated as well.

39 J. Jennings (1997), p. 36 and 37 adjusted by Idem (1995), p. 814, 815; why Jennings 
added the figures for 1938-1940 in his table 2 and not in the more recent publication is 
unclear. They are reproduced here as well.  

40 w. walker III, p. 90. The ‘north China Imbroglio’ is covered by Idem p. 90-96.
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 The Opium attack on China

The “Roaring Twenties”

neither its victory over China in 1894-1895 nor its defeat of Russia in 
1904-1905 lead to the acknowledgment of Japan as world power. This 
acceptance had to come, first, from the almighty British empire. Several 
agreements with the British (1902, 1905 and 1911) gave their relation-
ship the status of an alliance. For Japan there were two main aims: protec-
tion of its naval-building program and of its opium policy, i.e. its prominent 
role in the lucrative morphine trade. Japan and the British empire both 
had strong interests in blocking the proposed anti-opium reforms as long 
as possible, and for both, China remained the largest market of their 
addictive products. 

The astonishment of the British ambassador eliot (1925) quoted in the 
beginning of this chapter had, indeed, some reasonable grounds. Still, 
between the last agreement and 1925, a world war had happened and 
Japan’s opium interest in Asia was about to replace the British. The British 
opium policy was attacked not only by the new imperialists, America and 
Japan, but also from within, a rather powerful British and european anti-
opium lobby. 

Japan’s Chinese opium interest tried to infiltrate Manchuria steadily. 
In the Japanese perception, opium and its derivatives were major tools to 
conquer larger parts of China, exploiting the one revolutionary upheaval 
in China after the other. The main motives to attack China militarily and 
with opium addiction programs originated ultimately from Japanese rac-
ism: Chinese were “by nature” inveterate opium consumers because they 
were culturally and racially inferior to the Japanese race and culture. 

As a general statement, here is one example of this Japanese opinion: 

Despite its disastrous aftermath, the Chinese believe in the medicinal qual-
ities of the drug, and they blow smoke in the faces of new-born children to 
make them utter the first cry. Smokers are in misery until they procure 
opium, and if thwarted will become frantic and commit excesses.41 

The long Chinese tradition of anti-opium measures could scarcely result 
in Japan’s sympathy. Thanks to the active pro-opium policy of the Chinese 
warlords, Japan was constantly re-affirmed in its racial thinking and anti-
Chinese attitudes and practices. 

41 Terry’s Guide, p. 783.
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In the period 1910-1920 Japan became the largest opium buyer in 
Calcutta.42 It apparently tried to copy the earlier British empire policy in 
China. Members of a White Cross association from Seattle, connected to a 
China Club, disclosed a more complicated relationship in 1920:

that foreign morphine was being shipped across the United States to Japan 
to be smuggled into China and also that some American narcotic drugs were 
going to Japan for eventual use in China.43

Many people cried shame about this affair. It urged new US legislation 
after commercial interests from Seattle convinced members of Congress 
that the US was ‘poisoning’ its relation with China, a ‘customer … able to 
take more American goods than any other nation’. In addition, an inter-
national conference immediately noted that Japan promised ‘the strictest 
possible investigation into the illicit traffic in morphine’, whereupon it 
advised the Japanese government to clear up the discrepancies between 
the Japanese import and export statistics.44 It is the diplomatic language 
customary in an abstract world which starts bothering about their mutual 
relations only after crimes against humanity are committed in the real 
world.

That was also the case now, as the New York Times (February 14, 1919) 
reported in full detail:

In South China, morphia is sold by Chinese peddlers, each of whom carries 
a passport certifying that he is a native of Formosa, and therefore entitled 
to Japanese protection. Japanese drug stores throughout China carry large 
stocks of morphia. Japanese medicine vendors look to morphia for their 
largest profits. wherever Japanese are predominant, there the trade flour-
ishes. Through Dairen, morphia circulates throughout Manchuria and the 
adjoining province; through Tsingtao, morphia is distributed over Shantung 
province, Anhui, and Kiangsu, while from Formosa morphia is carried with 
opium and other contraband by motor-driven fishing boats to some point 
on the mainland, from which it is distributed throughout the province of 
Fukien and the north of Kuangtung. everywhere it is sold by Japanese under 
extra-territorial protection.45

La Motte did not like this article: it is ‘more anti-Japanese than anti-opi-
um’. Another commentator, the englishman and well-known China-

42 See Appendix 1 table 60; L. Lewin, p. 65.
43 D. Musto, p. 192, 194; see also e. La Motte, p. 46.
44 C. Terry, M. Pellens, p. 667 seventh recommendation.
45 Quoted by e. La Motte, p. 11, 12. T. Tong Joe, p. 72 does not make any critical remark 

in dealing with the Japanese occupation of Kwantung: it is the same optimistic story as 
told about Japan’s opium policy in Formosa.
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watcher Putnam weale, attacked the Japanese assault on China at the 
same time. All Chinese ports with Japanese commissioners of Maritime 
Customs were also centers of contraband trade. Opium and its derivatives 
were smuggled so openly ‘that the annual net import of Japanese morphia 
(although this trade is forbidden by International Convention) is now 
said to be something like 20 tons a year—sufficient to poison a whole 
nation’.46 Again, La Motte did not like this englishman either, because he 
was too anti-Japanese and not enough anti-opium. 

In her opinion, A.J. Macdonald, a Cambridge scholar or english mis-
sionary, presented the facts in a ‘more balanced’ manner (1916) and, there-
fore, more anti-opium. Macdonald wrote: 

In the north of China another evil is springing up. The eradication of the 
opium habit is being followed by the development of the morphia traffic … 
by the action of [Japanese] traders ... China is being drenched with morphia 
... It is said that in certain areas coolies are to be seen “covered all over with 
needle punctures”. An injection of the drug can be obtained for three or 
four cents. In newchang 2,000 victims of the morphia habit died in the 
winter of 1914-15. Morphia carries off its victims far more rapidly than 
opium.47 

At this time morphine was not produced in Asia. The bulk of the manu-
facturing took place in england (in edinburgh and London), in Germany 
and Austria. In total, 5½ tons were produced in 1911, according to 
Macdonald, which increased to 14 tons in 1914. After the war it increased 
again to 20 tons in 1919. Japanese agents traded it, but the fact that three 
British firms supplied ‘China with morphia for illicit purposes is a con-
demnation of english Christianity’. 

The New York Times article triggered a strong response in the US. The 
Japanese, growing impatient with all the blamed although they were only 
the distributors, reacted with remarkable background information. 
Putnam weale was attacked directly because he did not accuse the British 
producers. Large quantities of morphine were shipped from edinburgh to 
Japan. The Japanese stated, however:

... the shipments to Japan dropped from 600,220 ounces in 1917 to one-
fourth that amount in 1918 ... 113,000 ounces of morphia arrived in Kobe 

46 Idem, p. 14. B.L. Putnam weale (pseudonym for Bertram Lenox, 1877-1930) lived in 
and was a strong supporter of Republican China. From his many China books and articles 
most can be read on-line today (see, for instance, the fabulous Project Gutenberg). For the 
political Chinese “Roaring Twenties”, they are important sources. e. La Motte (p. 13, 14) 
quotes an article from him in the journal Asia (1919).  

47 Quoted by e. La Motte, p. 14, 15.
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from the United States in the first five months of 1919 ... this morphia is 
being transhipped in Kobe harbor to vessels bound for China. Dr. Paul S. 
Reinsch, who has resigned his post as Minister to China, has stated that he 
will use every resource in his power to stop the shipment from America of 
morphia intended for distribution in China, in defiance of the international 
convention which prohibits the sale of the drug in that country.48

The message of this statement is clear, namely, to demonstrate that in 
opium matters the British producer, the American and Japanese distribu-
tors had a common interest and that China was the common target. 

It is understandable that ellen La Motte in her powerful attack on the 
British Opium Monopoly tried to mobilize all opposition against its 
manipulations: ‘America to the rescue! It must have been a close squeak 
for poor old China.’49 She witnessed how the Chinese President hsu Shih-
ch’ang decided to destroy nearly eighty tons (!) of opium in a costly public 
burning at Shanghai. Specially constructed furnaces burned the stuff from 
1200 confiscated chests in eight days (17-25 January 1919). It was a spec-
tacular apotheosis of the large anti-opium campaigns several Chinese 
governments carried out at the beginning of the 20th-century.50 Publically, 
the British, Americans and Japanese applauded this and the activities of 
the Peking-based International Anti-Opium Association. Meanwhile, a 
completely new era in narco-militarism had been started based on the 
chemical manufacturing of the opium derivatives morphine and heroin. 

The opium burning was the last all anti-opium act of the Chinese gov-
ernment in its revolt against western and foreign aggression. It was also 
the beginning of the opium nightmare of Republican and Japanese China, 
which ended with the establishment of a unified Chinese government in 
1949. The two new imperialists, Japan and the United States, played the 
key roles.

48 Idem, p. 16, 17. The source of the quotation is The Japan Society Bulletin (1919/1920), 
which quotes other Japanese sources. The reference to the well-known professor of politi-
cal science Reinsch, a China expert and writer of several books about China (1869-1923), is 
remarkable. As American Minister to China he had to resign after the American govern-
ment assigned German rights in the Shantung Peninsula to Japan during the Peace Con-
ference in Versailles, while Reinsch had told the Chinese government that the Americans 
would support Chinese interests. See an article in The New York Times, August 28, 1919. 
Later Reinsch criticized the Chinese government several times (see The New York Times 
September 6, 1920 and September 13, 1921). The Japanese government could see in him a 
friend of Japan. 

49 w. walker III, p. 29.
50 Idem, p. 28. Reinsch was closely involved in the discussions. See Idem, notes p. 231. 
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From world economic Crisis to world war II

The economic world crisis did not stop the opium business, it only slowed 
it down for a while due to stagnation on the production side. It was quite 
logical that the “old days” should return once the combination of army-
violence plus drugs trade was restored. Indeed, it was soon unavoidable 
that as the Japanese military activities extended, the Japanese addiction 
activities in China did, too. 

The nationalists of Chiang Kai-shek started to work against the 
Japanese activities and published alarming data about the annual import 
of opium into the Japanese foreign concession in Tianjin, home of the 
illicit trade in opium and narcotic drugs in north China.

Table 39. Annual Import of Opium into Tianjin around 193651

District of Production Quantity in Ounces number of Importers

Ganzhou 2 600 000 over 20
Liangzhou 9 100 000 50
ninxia 2 600 000 20
Chahar  100 000 7
Suiyuan  200 000 10
Shaanxi  700 000 6
Jehol  600 000 1

The quality of this opium was low. The Japanese concession contained 42 
illicit opium firms and 160 opium dens. Chinese authorities were power-
less in dealing with this foreign concession. The only thing they could do 
was to catch the drug smugglers who went in and out of the concessions. 
This smuggling was done not only by Chinese subjects, but also by 
Japanese and Koreans. They often sold heroin and morphine to foreigners 
in the other concessions, in particular the French one. 

now both england and the USA were prepared to bring pressure to 
bear against these activities, although this was done half-heartedly: the 
British still had ‘vital commercial interests’ in the realm, and Roosevelt 
was not prepared to abandon his rather hypocritical ‘restrictive neutrali-
ty’. That was even the case after the genocidal activities of the Japanese 
army, including the nanking Massacre (December 1937) with its criminal 
bombardments of civilian targets, its 300,000 murders and about 25,000 
rapes. what was the difference with the German policy of Chamberlain 
on the other side of the globe, which got all the publicity? 

51 Quoted in A. Baumler (ed.), reading 17, p. 158.
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Roosevelt’s advisers did not fail to inform him quite clearly

that Tokyo intended to use narcotics as a weapon of war against a defense-
less people’ or ‘that the Japanese intended to establish an opium monopoly 
in north China under the north China Army and in Central China under 
the army based in Shanghai.52 

Also Time (December 5, 1938) reported about the narco-military activi-
ties of Japan. earlier, Time had provided the information that under the 
supervision of the Japanese army, Iranian opium was being imported into 
China. now, six months later, this situation had changed drastically:

The bustling Japanese now produce most of China’s narcotics in Japanese 
factories in Manchukuo, transport the supply down from Dairen to Shang-
hai and nanking. ... [A report from Dr. Miner Searle Bates, vice-president of 
the US-supported University of nanking, declares] ... In nanking 50,000 
persons, one-eighth of the population, are being slowly poisoned by heroin 
… sold by Japanese-directed rings. At least 5,000,000 Chinese dollars are 
made every month in the nanking area by dealers belonging to or allied 
with the Japanese Army. Out of this, Japan’s puppet Chinese 
“Reformed”Government gets a sizable cut. Japanese and Korean prostitutes 
“attached” to the Japanese Army brought into nanking 80 cases of opium 
a fortnight ago. Japanese agents three weeks ago delivered 400 cases of 
Iranian opium to nanking’s Opium Suppression Bureau, which ostensibly 
was set up to curb the traffic but which actually distributes opium through 
its own sales agencies.53

The opium business was so lucrative that the Japanese army and navy 
were caught in intense wrangling over the control of the profits, while 
Japanese in the municipality of Shanghai also demanded their share. The 
Japanese authorities acted in the same way as the previous warlords and 
the Kuomintang: war, army and the support of puppet governments 
should be paid by the opium victims. 

however, the income from opium and its derivatives was insufficient 
and could not compensate the multi-million flight of labor from China’s 
cities and the destruction of urban industries.54 

every opportunity to gain opium money was seized: in north China 
and Manchuria the puppet-government abolished all anti-narcotics  
and anti-opium laws (24-2-1938); from each opium den, an impost of one 

52 w. walker III, p. 119.
53 Find this article at www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,760383,00.html.
54 For the dubious and lethal relationship between the Japanese and the gangs in 

Shanghai, in particular to Du yue-sheng, see J. Marshall, p. 39 ff.
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percent was imposed on its gross intake; insiders even feared that Tientsin 
was going to serve as ‘the supplying center of heroin for europe’. 

Of course, notwithstanding the available information a British under-
secretary of state expressed that there was ‘no evidence that the increased 
drug traffic ... is aimed at the systematic demoralization of the Chinese 
people’. US officials were less “reluctant”, but they had not had a colonial 
career in India as this undersecretary had. 

The US vice consul in Manchukuo informed the British and American 
governments continuously in 1938 and 1939 of the activities at the opium 
front and ‘the protection of [official] revenue’, the curbing of competing, 
illicit traffic in drugs. Coincidentally, he lived next to a small heroin fac-
tory and was confronted once with the corpses of drug addicts ‘dumped 
naked into the slime’. he reacted:

It was difficult not to conclude that the Kwantung Army was satisfied that 
the Chinese of Manchuria should be debauched. Dope addicts do not over-
throw governments.55

The Manchukuo govermment attempted to do something against the 
opium addiction. The US consul at the time was rather positive about it, 
but others condemned Manchukuo ‘for exacerbating China’s opium 
problems’ and ‘intentional narcotization’.

The attempts were not very successful in any case. Drug smuggling 
from Chosen (Korea) increased; authorities found it difficult to give up 
the lure of opium revenues; the monopolization of the opium business 
was, as elsewhere, only a means to increase the revenues. Opium peddlers 
around nanking sold drugs in relief camps, supplied by Japanese rōnin or 
gangsters. Some believed that this was part of the policy of drugging the 
Chinese people.

In addition, George Morlock, a well-informed American working for 
the Division of Far eastern Affairs of the US government, learned that 428 
cases of Iranian opium had reached Tientsin in mid-April 1938; three hun-
dred of them were in Japanese hands at Shanghai. Another 1000 cases 
were being held in Macao, where the Special Service Agency of the 
Japanese army was trying to set up a heroin factory.56 

55 w. walker III, p. 121. The Kwantung Army was the name of the Japanese invasion 
army.

56 Idem, p. 125.
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notwithstanding all these activities at the opium front, no ‘party’ in the 
game could gain control over the market since there were too many com-
petitors for the profits.

World War II and after

The historiography of the Japanese in world war II remains a superficial 
affair.57 It seems as if the dramatic fate of the ‘comfort women’ got most of 
the publicity, after the usual period of total silence about the war period 
by victims as well as perpetrators. The certainly exaggerated victor’s his-
toriography glorified the few heroic deeds, which was not pleasant for 
perpetrator countries like Japan. however, contrary to the Germans, the 
Japanese have had great difficulty to develop a critical way of writing 
about their own war crimes and war ideology (racism, biological experi-
ments, concentration camps or emperor adoration), about the pre-war 
years performance in Asia (nanking, opium policy), etc. 

Last but not least, the data about Japanese policies in the occupied ter-
ritories, in particular the important opium policy, are even scantier. John 
Jennings’s and Bob wakabayashi’s writings belong among the first to doc-
ument this. Their research has revealed a more detailed insight into the 
development of the Japanese war opium policy. 

north China

Mengjiang (literally: Mongolian Territories) was a puppet state of Japan 
more or less corresponding to the southern part of the present Mongolia 
including border provinces of China (1936-1945). In 1939 it received its 
final shape, but at the end of the war, it was abolished thanks to the inva-
sion of the Soviet Red Army. now the area is called Inner Mongolia, the 
northern part of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), populated by a 
large majority of han Chinese. 

For Japan, this area was important for its mineral resources (iron, coal). 
Its establishment as a national state may have intended to provide a buf-
fer against China with its own army, a section of the Japanese Kwantung 
Army. As the table shows, the Japanese used Mengjiang also as a safe pro-
duction location for opium exported to China.

57 One of the better examples in this genre is the long article of hatano Sumio in  
I.C. Dear, M. Foot (ed.), p. 476-501.
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Table 40. Mengjiang Opium export, 1939-1942 (volumes in 1000 taels = 36 kg)58

destination 1939 % 1940 % 1941 % 1942 % totals %

Internal 141.4 16.3 252.3  6.2 144.1  2.6 166.3  1.8 704.1 3.6
Shanghai 100 11.5 2005  49.2 3848  70.1 5027  53.5 10 980 55.4
Beijing 300 34.6 1205  29.6 1200  21.9 1300  13.8 4 005 20.2
Tianjin 100 11.5  520  12.8  ---   –  –  – 620 ---
Jinan 100 11.5  ---  ---  ---   –  –  – 100 –
Tangshan 100 11.5  ---  ---  ---   –  –  – 100 ---
Manchuria  –  –  ---  ---  ---   – 2000  21.3 2000 –
Guandong  –  –    ---  300   5.5  –  – 300 ---
elsewhere  27.31  3.1  90  2.2  –   –  58.4   0.6 175.4 0.5
Japan  –  –  –  –  –   –  841.6   9 841.6 4.2
Totals 868.4 100 4072.3 100 5492.1 100 9393.3 100 19826.1 100

58 B. wakabayashi, p. 19.

It seems as if the Japanese had a kind of domino theory about opium. As 
such, this Mengjiang production potential formed the most northern link 
of a chain, which involved fields and factories for opium, heroin and mor-
phine in Manchukuo, perhaps Japan, Korea, Formosa, hong Kong and the 
southern occupied countries. To uncover this whole chain will take con-
siderably more research, but the following is a small compensation.

nanjing China

There was a most remarkable effect of the Japanese opium activities in 
the occupied territory: Japanese soldiers themselves had to pay ‘extor-
tionate amounts for supplies in the bazaars, especially for the opium on 
which many of them had become dependent’.59 This conflicted with the 
Japanese racist idea that only the Chinese were so degenerate that they 
needed opium.

The reason this was possible was probably disclosed in 2007 by Reiji 
yoshida, staff-writer of The Japan Times. he wrote an interesting series of 
articles on the relationship between world war II and opium from which 
the following is derived.

A newly found 1942 document showed that opium dealer hung Chi 
Shan Tang sold as much as 300 million yuan worth of opium in 1941. At 
that time, the annual budget of the nanjing government was 370 million 
yuan. The dealer belonged to a Shanghai-based company headed by the 

59 B. wakabayashi, p. 19.
59 h. Sumio, p. 404.
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Japanese hajime Satomi. This was the dominant opium trader in Japanese-
controlled central China until early 1944. Satomi had to testify before the 
International War Crimes Tribunal (Tokyo, 1946), but his opium business 
was apparently ignored. 

Jennnings could not have known about this new document. It remains 
remarkable that he mentioned Satomi only once in passing without real-
izing that he was the spider in the Japanese opium web in China.60 

During world war II, from December 1941 to August 1945, the Japanese 
Army established a military administration in hong Kong and issued mil-
itary bills called gunpyo as a currency. hong Kong residents were forced to 
exchange hong Kong dollars for gunpyo, and the use of hong Kong dollars 
was subsequently banned completely. On the back of each gunpyo there 
was a note stating: “This bill may always be exchanged for Japanese yen of 
equal value”. Opium was used to support this military money with which 
Chinese materials were procured. This means

that to buy opium, locals would need to buy gunpyo first by selling their 
legal tender … This would push up the value of gunpyo. In short: a rather 
complicated way of stealing on a large scale. In 1942, for instance, the 
opium exchanged for gunpyo was valued at nearly 100 million yuan. 

These dealings were kept secret for a remarkable reason: ‘Opium was too 
dirty, and it has been kept secret until now,’ said yoshida’s spokesman.

The new Satomi document reveals how profitable this gunpyo was rel-
ative to the operating costs, the wholesale prices of the opium, local cur-
rencies, hung Chi Shan Tang’s commission (8%) on top of insurance fees 
and tax; the air transport cost in one year rose up to three million yuan, 
and so on.

hung Chi Shan Tang was, in fact, a private opium farmer of the Japanese 
puppet government in nanjing. In practice, he was the farmer of hajime 
Satomi, who was the middleman between the Japanese occupation force 
and Japan’s wartime ministry in Tokyo. The opium farmer, in his turn, 
sold six million “liang” or 222 tons of opium to local-level Chinese dealers 
alone in 1941. The earlier north Chinese governments under Japanese 
control (Inner Mongolia, Manchuria) systematically grew poppies to raise 
revenues: in 1942 opium accounted for as much as 28% of their annual 
budgets. Satomi further declared that opium was the only product with 
which foreign currency could be earned. In addition to Mongolian opium, 

60 J. Jennings (1997), p. 94.
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Satomi’s company imported the product from Iran as well as from the 
state monopoly of the Manchukuo regime. 

Apart from raw or prepared opium, these Japanese-Chinese dealers 
sold morphine and heroin as well. The document reveals that hung Chi 
Shan Tang had 999 kg of morphine made in Manchukuo and even ‘277 kg 
of cocaine processed by the Japanese colonial government in Taiwan as of 
June 1, 1942’. Morphine and cocaine, Satomi reported, could be sold imme-
diately on the Chinese market at street prices, which were twice the book 
value. 

The narcotics were originally prepared for the wartime Southeast 
Asian market. Satomi states that Chinese residents were his main clients. 
however, the relationship with the opium-consuming Japanese soldiers is 
also clarified with this information. 

A remarkable relationship could have been uncovered: the later Prime 
Minister Kishi, a wartime Prime Minister, General Tojo, and many other 
politicians were, in fact, on his payroll. This ‘Opium King’ died in 1965 at 
the age of 69. Kishi rendered him the last honors. 

hong Kong

This Crown colony was explicitly a target of a Japanese invasion plan in 
1936.61 The Japanese Chief of Staff was reacting to a re-fortification of 
hong Kong and Singapore by the British. It took another four years before 
this plan was realized, because Japan was so frustrated with the colossal 
and endless China war. But the hong Kong authorities did not confine 
themselves to a re-fortification.

 The military manpower had to be strengthened, which for the British 
overlords was always a subtle matter of divide and rule in which racist 
and cultural prejudices played an important role. First, a Portuguese unit 
was formed, which was ultimately trusted the most, notwithstanding the 
fact that they were historically the main competitor in the opium trade of 
neighboring Macao (were not the mixed Portuguese-Chinese nearly the 
same as the mixed British-Chinese?). 

next came a police or army unit formed by Indian sepoy troops (had 
not hong Kong ‘flourished for decades as a receiving station for Indian 
opium’? And could they not be better trusted than the Chinese police 
forces, who could have inherited something of the Chinese Revolution of 
1911?). european expatriates, the most powerful group in hong Kong after 

61 P. Snow, p. 34. Also for the following Snow’s very detailed study is mainly used.
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the British military, were against an emancipation of the Chinese, includ-
ing opportunities for Chinese in the police departments. Therefore, 
Indian sepoy were used to break up strikes of Chinese laborers, when they 
could not be silenced enough through opium deliveries.

notwithstanding the english, international or Chinese nationalist’s 
pressures, the ‘Colonial Office had dragged its feet’ in reforming the opi-
um business. In 1914 it had replaced the old system of farming out the 
opium stocks to private companies by a government monopoly. As men-
tioned above, this monopoly acted only as a ‘tidy revenue earner’ and nev-
er reduced the number of drug users: it provided 50% of the government’s 
total income. Later this decreased, at least officially, to about 10% around 
the time Japan made its first invasion plan. The result can be assessed as 
follows.

A few months before the Japanese take-over, there were reportedly 
5,577 rationed and non-rationed opium smokers. More revealing are fig-
ures like the existence of 2,500 opium divans used by 20 smokers a day, 
which makes 50,000 users every day. In addition, there were 30,000 heroin 
pill addicts.62

Of course, the Japanese succeeded in toppling the old British colonial 
hierarchy by setting up the usual new Order for the new Men of all 
authoritarian regimes. This time a pan-Asiatic ideal defined by Japan and 
realized by Japan was the guiding principle. A fundamental part of this 
was to abandon every western influence:

On his arrival in February [1942] Governor Isogai proclaimed the replace-
ment of selfish western materialism by the ‘spiritual values’ of the Orient 
... on “traditional Asian morality” ... the authorities publicized their resolve 
to wipe out that great evil which had underpinned hong Kong’s founding 
and rise to prosperity and which the British had been so slow to eradicate—
the consumption of opium. In late March Isogai announced the introduc-
tion of an Opium Suppression Policy. All secret opium divans were to be 
“cleaned up” and steps taken to control the opium traffic ... a register was 
compiled of the colony’s opium addicts, with a view to ensuring that these 
addicts should receive their fix only through designated sales outlets, at a 
high price and in quantities that were to be reduced year by year.63 

These are plans already familiar to readers when confronted with the 
French colonial opium monopoly or the Dutch Opiumregie. Also in the 
follow-up, the parallels are striking. 

62 See the article of harold Traver in: h. Traver, J. Vagg (ed.), p. 44.
63 P. Snow, p. 99.
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The Japanese occupiers had started to squeeze all wealth out of the 
hong Kong citizens by introducing worthless ‘military yens’ (M¥) at a 
greedy rate of hK$2: M¥1, later even hK$4: M¥1. They, furthermore, 
imposed a whole series of steep taxes not only on business profits, but on 
many other things. The announcement regarding the Opium Problem in 
January 1943 was remarkable: the number of addicts in the colony is so 
large that an abrupt suppression of opium smoking would be ‘difficult to 
carry out’ after all. Instead, the authorities decided to ‘suppress opium by 
taxing it’. 

Like the British, they planned to create an official monopoly by estab-
lishing an Opium Sale Syndicate. This was meant to manage the traffic, to 
take charge of retailing the drug, to register smokers at a suitable prohibi-
tive price, and so on. In short: as usual, this government also milked the 
craving for opium to its own profit. To create a smooth business and, 
therefore, as much profit as possible, the Japanese were even able to bring 

large consignments of the drug ... into hong Kong by the Army from regions 
of north China such as Chahar and Jehol.64 

In a much more profound way, the Japanese occupier was involved in the 
hong Kong opium business. Isogai had promised to eradicate the city’s 
substantial gangsterism (the Triads). That did not occur, but his succes-
sor, General Tanaka, incorporated the gangsters Street Guards into his 
repression machine from late 1943 onwards. The Street Guards in each 
district elected a Protective Guards Body which cooperated and dined 
with the chairman of the Police Bureau and the Police Committee, which 
should have arrested them. Through the black market, which was already 
a Triads business, the Protective Guards allegedly took over the distribu-
tion of food to the populace during the last part of the occupation.

In addition, Tanaka made some deal with a Triad chieftain, a certain 
wan yuk-ming, concerning the ‘western amusements’ which were con-
demned by Isogai:

During the following months gambling joints multiplied once again. The 
red light districts boomed, and the colony became dotted with an estimated 
8,000 opium dens, many of them large-scale and operating in full public 
view.65 

64 Idem, p. 153, 154.
65 Idem, p. 218, 263. See also note 59 p. 409.
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Through investigations conducted directly after the war, Isogai could 
have been accused of participation in an opium racket. Because that 
information led the authorities to a Chinese warlord, Xu Chongzhi who 
cooperated with Isogai, this aspect of his government was silenced. 
Reason: this Xu was formerly a commanding officer of Chiang Kai-shek.66 

The last element of the Japanese treatment of the Opium Problem, this 
time in hong Kong and during the reign of Governor Isogai, is:

Disregarding the pious noises put out by the Governor’s Office, which 
warned of “severe treatment” for anyone caught taking heroin pills, the 
Kempetai also set up their own depot for the sale of heroin—with fairly 
striking results. A report which leaked out of the colony in June 1942 
observed that this new drug “was much cheaper than tobacco and was 
becoming popular” …67 

There follows a list of names and objects of the worst kind of corruption 
among the Japanese military bureaucrats. 

Southeast Asia 

The Japanese active opium policy towards Southeast Asia dates from 
1902 when the Japanese navy established undisputed mastery of the 
South China Sea. All sea traffic between Indochina and the west became 
difficult. This gradually brought an end to the steady supply of opium 
from Turkey and Iran, a substantial source for the French narcotic busi-
ness. 

Japan practised a treacherous policy in this part of its “eternal empire”: 
profiteering as much as possible from the opium, while at the same time 
condemning the western colonialists of having exploited the opium 
resources to repress the indigenous people. But the French were no less 
corrupt and collaborated with the Japanese for profit, while claiming 
Indochina again after the war as if nothing had happened. The French 
stakes were high: 

At the beginning of world war II Indochina’s 2,500 opium dens and retail 
shops were still maintaining more than 100,000 addicts and providing 15 
percent of all tax revenues. The French imported almost sixty tons of opium 
annually from Iran and Turkey to supply this vast enterprise.68

66 Idem, p. 306.
67 Idem, p. 162.
68 A. McCoy et al, p. 76.
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however, when the war blocked most trade routes Indochina was also cut 
off from the poppy fields in the Middle east. Most French officials collabo-
rated easily during the Japanese occupation, but those who had to man-
age their Opium Monopoly were faced with a major fiscal crisis. Smuggling 
from yunnan could have filled their pockets again and eventually solved 
the addicts problem. A better solution was found to inducing the Meo 
(hmong) of Laos and northwest Tonkin to expand their opium produc-
tion. The transformation of the tribal opium economy succeeded in 1939-
40 under the fierce surveillance of the French officials.

Indochina’s opium production jumped from 7.5 tons in 1940 to 60.6 
tons in 1944, an 800 percent increase in just four years! This was enough 
for the French and the more than 100,000 addicts, and yielded an increase 
of government revenues from 15 million piasters in 1939 to 24 million in 
1943. 

The Japanese propaganda exploited the widespread hate and animos-
ity against the British, French and Dutch colonialism, which had an insid-
ious effect: it was too easy to accept half the truth of this propaganda. 
During and after the war most nationalist movements in Southeast Asia 
received their anti-imperialist lessons from the Japanese occupiers. If one 
promised to become part of a Great Japanese empire “later”, requests for 
independence “later” received a willing Japanese ear.

Both the traditional colonialists and the many Communist liberation 
movements had to cope with this nationalism, for instance, in the con-
frontation with Buddhist–nationalism and new military regimes in many 
Southeast Asian countries including Indonesia. Many of the complica-
tions of the Vietnam wars, arrogantly waged and dramatically misunder-
stood by the colonialist and the Americans, had their origin in the 
Japanese occupation. The same was true for the Dutch colonialism and its 
lost war after the Japanese occupation. 

In their turn, the foreign powers in the realm accused the indigenous 
liberation movements of collaborating with the Japanese, which was one 
of their main enemies at least during world war II (but not before the war 
and not after it). So, for instance, Sukarno in Indonesia or Aung San in 
Burma looked first for help from the Japanese to get rid of the western 
powers and they were given this help until both discovered that the 
western repression was being exchanged for an Asian one. As such these 
were obvious moves, demonstrated elsewhere in the world as well (see, 
for instance, the Flemish resistance movement against the French, which 
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welcomed the German occupiers; etc.). The western accusations were 
rather hypocritical.

In Singapore, occupied by Japan in February 1942, ‘the Japanese took 
advantage of the huge stocks of opium left behind by the British as a 
source of immediate revenue. They carried on sales in the Government 
Retail Shops.’69 Because the import duties fell rapidly increasing depen-
dence was placed on, among others, the opium revenues. Typical war 
measures were taken:

In november 1943, the British Government announced total prohibition of 
opium (import, export, possession, sale or purchase) would replace its 
policy of gradual suppression of opium in enemy occupied territories in the 
Far east after the war. The Opium and Chandu Proclamation, enacted on 
1 February 1946 called on those in possession of opium, chandu, pipes, 
lamps or utensils to surrender them. This prohibition could not stop the 
craving of those pre-war registered addicts and those who had acquired the 
habit during the Japanese Occupation. Traffickers quickly saw a golden 
opportunity to make fortunes when the addicts went underground. Com-
munications were reestablished with sources of supply and the highly prof-
itable of the smuggling of the drug was resuscitated.70 

In the Dutch colonies the Opium Factory and the whole Opiumregie infra-
structure were simply handed over to Japan (see ch. 19).

The Opium-Regie’s distribution network on Java ... appears to have survived 
the war largely intact, and there remained some twenty-two tonnes of raw 
opium and three tonnes of refined opium in the factory at Salemba, as well 
as unspecified quantities of refined opium in Central Java, when the Japa-
nese surrendered in August 1945.71

Cribb concludes from this that, compared to pre-war consumption of 
refined opium, it ‘declined during the three and a half years of occupa-
tion.’ A reason for this could be that the Japanese policy of regional eco-
nomic autarchy, which prohibited trade between occupied regions, 
deprived the regime of its most lucrative markets, the islands of Banka 
and Belitung (Billiton). 

If, however, the Japanese did in their vivid opium (heroin and mor-
phine) business what they did elsewhere, then there were no barriers 
erected in the opium trade. Therefore, there is another more relevant rea-
son for a possible decline: until 1940 the opium for the east Indies had to 

69 See the Singapore government website www.ica.gov.sg about the ICA history.
70 Idem.
71 R. Cribb, p. 703.

Hans Derks - 9789004225893
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:43PM

via free access



chapter twenty-seven528

come largely from Bengal-India and a small portion from the Middle east. 
Both regions were closed to Japan for obvious reasons. The Burmese and 
Thai resources were large enough to fill this gap: the newly opened 
Indonesian market could be reason why the production and opium trade 
flourished as never before. Because of this central position of the 
Indochinese opium sources and the French collaboration with the 
Japanese, a few more details of the situation will suffice.72 

After 6000 Japanese invaded the north of Vietnam (September 1940) 
and, later, many more appeared on bicycle in the streets of Saigon, the 
French colonial government surrendered. They made a corrupt deal with 
the new occupiers: they would remain and administer “their” Indochina 
under the umbrella of the Japanese. The gist of this deal was: full autono-
my for the French bureaucracy as long as Japan received favorable terms 
of trade for Indochinese rice, coffee, rubber and opium. In addition, they 
had to pay for the cost of the Japanese occupation (200 million piaster per 
year).

During the Second world war the French Opiumregie (Opium 
Purchasing Board) could continue to manage the opium business. This 
implied that the contracts with the hmong opium producers were made 
more lucrative for the hmong (schools built in their territory in return). 
Gestures were made by them as well to accord the hmong a significant 
role in the political future of Laos.

Their opium production increased and by 1943 the lion’s share of the 
opium needed, sixty tons, came from north Laos to replace the lost opium 
imports from elsewhere. The greater part of the large payments in silver 
piasters for this flowed into the pockets of private opium brokers. They 
invested this again in the general economy to such an effect that the infla-
tion ‘soared into the stratosphere’. For ordinary people the necessary 
commodities were priced beyond their reach and many could no longer 
afford to feed themselves, let alone smoke opium. 

Only the hmong were often rich, at least by their own standards (see 
further ch. 24). Although they had mixed feelings about the Japanese, the 
hmong opium business was also business. A Japanese trading company, 
Shiowa, with offices in Luang Prabang, regularly sent agents to Xieng 
Khouang Province to purchase hmong opium.73 The transactions drove 
up local prices, ‘which greatly pleased hmong farmers.’ Another Japanese 

72 See for the following K. Quincy, p. 54 ff.
73 Idem, p. 62 ff.
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firm exploited an old silver mine in the region where hundreds of people 
were used as forced laborers until a shaft collapsed killing 200 miners.

In December 1944 British commandos74 were parachuted from India 
into Laos, but the Japanese responded with a very quick buildup of their 
presence. This was financed ‘with the sale of a truckload of hmong opium 
confiscated from Chinese drug merchants.’ It did not help Japan: a few 
months later this war was over. 

 A Reflection

wakabayashi estimates that the Japanese opium operations (1933-1944) 
comprise already the enormous amount of 13,000 tons opium or an aver-
age of 1.25 kg per capita year consumption in the occupied territories 
leading to an average number of 9,059,112 addicts supplied/year.75 In my 
view, further research will lead to an increase of, at least, the consumption 
estimates. 

There were three motives leading to these opium operations: the need 
to finance collaborator states (similar to the old imperialistic aim that col-
onies had to pay for themselves) and to fund undercover operations that 
facilitated Japanese aggression. Opium profits, furthermore, went to right-
wing societies in Japan (there is even evidence ‘to link laundered wartime 
opium monies with early postwar conservative parties’).76 As shown, 
there was since the middle of the 19th-century until shortly before world 
war II and afterwards, a remarkable “community of interests” between 
Imperial Japan and the USA. 

In north American foreign policy research there is the widespread 
view that Japan should be treated as an ‘independent’ and ‘mysterious 
entity, to be loved or reviled’. Cumings, one of the main US experts on 
Asian foreign policy argues rightly, however, that Japan, like Taiwan or 
South Korea

have nested for most of this [the 20th] century in a western hegemonic 
regime and are nowhere near the self-definition and comprehensive auton-
omy that local nationalists have long sought’ (and feared by many western 
hegemonic observers!).77 

74 A few French accompanied them, which later became the pretext to occupy Indo-
china anew by De Gaulle.

75 B. wakabayashi, p. 19.
76 Idem, p. 5.
77 B. Cumings, p. 23, 225.
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chapter twenty-seven530

It is an outcome of the Second world war and the subsequent Cold war 
that Japan became a partner of “The western Bloc”. Geopolitically—
another way of thinking is not available in the Pentagon or the State 
Department: Japan, Taiwan and so on adequately “encircled” the enemy 
(Soviet Union and China).78 Altering this position in an independent set-
ting would mean an unacceptable “Gap in the wall”: Japan has to remain 
a subordinate partner of the US, the self-styled policeman of the “west”. 

Therefore, after the Soviet Union disappeared as enemy no. 1, the US 
even deepened its containment grip: apparently enemy no. 2 has had to 
be treated in the same way as no. 1. In addition, the US and Japan clearly 
feared, partly for different reasons, that enemy no. 2 would not only 
replace enemy 1 in a political-ideological sense, but also override any eco-
nomic importance of the former enemy 1.79 

In this perspective, it seems to be a bold conclusion of Cumings that 
since the late nineteenth-century Japan ‘usually’ thrived within such a 
network of politico-economic subordination: the only exception was the 
period between “Pearl harbour” (7-12-1941) and “Midway” (June 1942), the 
decisive battle in the Pacific against Japan. This simply means that Japan 
was liberated from the US for half a year.

For our opium history this bold conclusion has far-reaching signifi-
cance and leads to other bold conclusions as well. 

As sketched above, from its first assaults against Russia and China, 
Japan developed an aggressive narco-military policy as a fundamental 
part of its eastern conquests. This narco-military policy must, therefore, 
be part and parcel of Japan’s subordinate partnership with the United 
States! will China remain deeply suspicious of some “tandem US-Japan” 
including a re-start of the narco-military assault? 

This is not an optimistic suggestion, but one which should be com-
bined with Rashid’s prediction given in the Preface. It is, anyway, the best 
transition to the next chapter about the other new imperialist in east 
Asia.

78 In I.C. Dear, M. Foot (ed.), p. 307 under “Formosa” one can read the remarkable 
sentence: ‘At the Cairo conference in november 1943 … it was pronounced that the island 
had been stolen from China and would be returned to it, which it was.’ Interesting for the 
reconstruction of the USA–Japanese post war relations is h. Moulton, L. Marlio (1944), p. 
54-93; included is a remarkable assessment of Japan’s pre-war colonialism in which any 
reference to opium is avoided.

79 Cumings could have added that the Pentagon/ State Department not only deep-
ened its containment policy as indicated, but took the opportunity to aggravate it even by 
attacking Russia with a missile shield at its west border and urging Japan to start new 
quarrels about the property of a few rocks opposite the Siberian coast.  
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