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INTRODUCTION: ISSUES REGARDING ASIAN
IMPERIAL BANKING

Hubert Bonin

This book is the result of a workshop conducted as part of the World Economic
History Association (WEHA) Congress held at the University of Stellenbosch,
South Africa, in August 2012. Chaired jointly by Professor Hubert Bonin,
Sciences Po Bordeaux and GRETHA-Bordeaux University, France; Professor
Nuno Valério, Universidade Técnica de Lisboa, Portugal; and Professor Kazuhiko
Yago, Waseda University, the theme of the workshop was: Imperial Banking:
Imperial Strategies of Exporting Finance Modernisation (19th—-20th Centuries).
The multi-disciplinary programme gathered colleagues specializing in imperial
and banking histories. This volume not only contains most of the papers pre-
sented at the workshop but also includes other (mostly Asian) contributions,
adding to its variety and richness. All in all, the book will add a few stones to
the ever extending building of our knowledge about ‘global history” and, in this
case, global banking history. We admit, of course, that the globalization of banks
might be confined to the turn of the 1970s onwards, from the City, with the
Euromarket, to Wall Street, the revolution of ‘Asian dollars’ and ‘petro-dollars,
and big firms fixing bridgeheads all around ‘the capitals of capiral’' Yet it can be
argued that colonial and imperial times fostered varieties of ‘proto-globalised’
flows of money, bills of exchange, FOREX markets and trade finance, and, as
such, can serve as leverage in the following discussions about imperial banking
throughout Asia.

By the time European powers had imposed political control over most of
Africa, the Pacific islands and a significant part of Asia, banking systems were
already well established and formed a relevant part of the economic life of these
colonizing powers.” Along with the somewhat raw forms of imperialism and
colonialism (army, police, customs, tax collection, mining exploitation and econ-
omy of plantation), the imperial banking system was also connected with softer
forms of imperialism and colonialism, what may be called ‘gentlemanly capital-
ism’? It was only natural that banks became important instruments of economic
exploration in the colonized territories. This volume examines the origins and
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development of such ‘imperial’ banking systems, and, where it occurred, their
continuation after decolonization. It provides significant insights into seven very
different imperial banking systems, based on new research into hitherto not yet
accessed primary sources in the French, English, Russian, Chinese, and Japanese
languages. It draws lessons from the recent breakthroughs in the knowledge of
the imperial economic systems and provides fodder for comparative ways of
grappling with issues that contribute to the main theme of the WEHA Con-
gress: Exploring the Roots of Development.* It is obvious that more research is
needed on the ‘men on the spot” — both Europeans and Asians — in order to
better understand the complex interrelations between political and economic
interests and economic penetration into Asia in the 19th and 20th centuries.
Opverall, there is still an absence of general works as well as case studies of the
actors and their organizations in the foreign settlements in China and other parts
of Asia; the imperial business history of Asia has clearly been under-worked and
under-valued. This monograph thus tries to provide valuable insights into new
aspects of these topics, thereby making an important contribution to the clos-
ing of a major research gap in this field. Though unique in its specific focus, it is
obviously very much in accord with current broader historiographical trends in
the study of imperialism, and intends to illuminate how these apply to an area,
namely, business banking, which has to date attracted less attention than other
more culturally-oriented topics.

Recent developments in methodology, archive retrieval and approaching
problems have opened new ways of tackling the history of business banking.
This book applies these methods to the specialized field of colonial and overseas
territories, draws lessons from the recent breakthroughs in the knowledge of the
imperial economic systems and fuels comparative ways of grappling with such
issues, as well as the wider issues of ‘international banking’’ It then draws points
of differentiation between them as they both belong, in a fashion, to multina-
tional or transnational firms.°

At the same time, the ‘varieties’ of overseas capitalism demand specific
approaches depending on area and territory; the various models of overseas
banking differ according to political and economic background and the status
of the institutions themselves, for example, the extent to which they are based
overseas or in the metropolis, or connected with the State or more independent.
Each participant in the WEHA workshop thus produced their own definition
and overview of what constituted ‘overseas banks. Some of the key points will be
scrutinized in the following sections.

The geographical span of this enquiry covers several continents. The tradi-
tional approach deals with the bilateral links between West Europe and Africa
(and the Caribbean islands) and the contribution of the banking sector to impe-
rialism in this unequal relationship. But the complexity of ‘imperial banking’
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in Asia has given rise to renewed arguments regarding trans-territorial finance
and banking: the balance between British and Indian banking in India; the spe-
cificities of the Japanese imperial structures; the role of the ‘port cities” in China
berween ‘imperial’ dependency (in the concession settlements) and the insertion
into global Asian exchanges; the competition between Japanese and Russian
financial influence in Manchuria, between imperial and commercial mind-sets;
and the deployment of imperial banking in Latin America, amongst others.

Thus, colonial territories as well as imperial areas were involved, that is, the
economies of port-cities and trading hubs within independent countries (China,
followed by India and South Africa after WWII). ‘Colonial’ or ‘imperial” over-
seas strategies, practices and skills clubbed all these countries, where port-cities
formed key hubs for the deployment of banking institutions, together.

Institutional Business History and Overseas Banking Strategies

Extensive studies on the imperial deployment of European banks have appeared
in several collective works, especially Banks as Multinationals.” The interaction
between European and Asian trading hubs goes back to imperial and colonial
times,® with banking power given as much importance as overseas politics and
commerce,” to the extent that one talked of ‘paradise lost’'” Major banking insti-
tutions sprang up as part of this imperial deployment, whether in the territories
controlled by the Ottoman Empire'' or within Japan’s commercial hegemony.'
Asia saw the emergence of bigimperial banks from Western Europe, ' Russia and
Japan, which positioned themselves at the heart of the information, commercial
paper and currency networks.'* Though Asia had both official and ‘informal’™
empires, the ‘imperial’ bank was a very real entity, whatever the status of the ter-
ritory it was active in.

This collection will study the institutional history of central, issuing and
rediscounting banks as the cornerstone of the local banking sub-systems over-
seas, and will asses, with the help of monographs and archives, the founding,
maturing and performance of local banking systems overseas. We will outline
the strategies adopted by metropolitan private and public institutions or specific
colonial bodies. We will also highlight and compare the variety of connections
between ‘metropolitan’ or ‘mainland’ territories and their overseas outlets. Cases
from Japan (with its formal and informal empire all across Asia) and Russia (with
its port cities fuelled by continental railway lines bur also opened to the Asian
maritime areas) are compared to the more classical ‘imperial’ deployments, such
as the British, French and Dutch.

Skills portfolios constitute the centrepiece of the following chapters. The
differentiation and convergence between the overseas banking services and the
metropolitan banking and financial sectors will be outlined. The specificities



