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The Formation of the Concept ‘Asia’:From
Geography to Geopolitics

Hiroshi Mitani

The University of Tokyo, Komaba

The concept “Asia’ as a region was invented in Japan around 1880. Before, “Asia’ was an
empty word that European people called the area lying to the East from their land. This
paper wiil analyze how this empty word was transtormed into the concept of the region that
represented some interdependency, homogeneity and even solidarity. '

. The Introduction of the word ‘Asia’ into East Asian world

Before modern era, there were at least four worlds on the globe: China centered world,
Indian world, Islamic world and Christian world. People who lived within each world
imagined that their world was the only sphere where ‘true’ human beings inhabited.
Although they knew there lived human beings outside their “world,” they just neglected the
other worlds.

The word “Asia’ represented such kind of world view when the Christians named it.
Unlike the concept ‘Europe,” that meant the Christian world in the 16th century, the concept
"Asia’ was empty. It only meant the rest of the world in the East. *Asia’ had no shared
characteristics and interdependence. There were many countries and at least four major
religions: Islam, Hindu, Buddhism and Confucianism. There was no homogeneity in this
region.

This concept was introduced into China-centered world when a Christian missionary
Matteo Ricci(FA]35 %) published a world atlas(Jl L A5 [ 4> [4]) at Beijing in 1602. He
entered the word ‘Asia’ in Chinese character ({[I4l/11) from Northern Siberia to Malay
peninsula with notes of natural geography. The Japanese soon imported the atlas. However,
they seldom used ‘Asia’ in their writings. Japanese world geographies simply enumerate the
names of countries and only used ‘Asia’ as an index. The Chinese might have been similar
in their attitude to this word. I suppose that China centric world view must have prevented
them from using regional concept including themselves.

During the time, Europeans used other names for Eastern lands that had more substance:
India and Tartar. They used India when they imagine the other world beyond oceans. At first,
Asia was the area in the East where people without the Bible lived. After Columbus
‘discovered’ new continent, they began to have two Indies: the East India and West India.
Indies were no more than the lands for conquest by them as the demarcation of the Globe
between Spain and Portugal by Tordesillas treaty in 1494. Thus, there emerged East Indian
companies and East Indian navies that were organs of European hegemony of the world. On
the other hand, the name Tartar reminded Europeans of the fearsome memory of Mongolian
invasion. They used it in order to despise people in the East as barbarians.
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The Chinese and the Japanese did not accept “East India™ for their name because they had
known India before Europeans arrived there and must have thought that Indian people was
different from them. As for Tartar, I do not know whether Chinese people accepted it or not.
The Japanese used the word in their geographies to classify races and identified themselves
into this category. However, for the name of space. they labeled Tartar only to the area
where Mongolians lived.

Thus, people living in China and Japan began to prefer “Asia’ to “East India® or “Tartar.” It
is noteworthy that the word “Asia’ had less connotations than others and almost empty.

By the way, we have the other regional concepts for the area almost coincide with Asia.’
They are ‘the East” and ‘the Orient.” In Matteo Ricci’s atlas, we can see the word equivalent
to these words in today’s meaning (4.7 1:). However, in his atlas, this word only represented
traditional usage: the ocean in the East. However, its antonym (#47}) soon became the
equivalent of “the West’ or ‘Occident.” Giulio Aleni (A H%), one the successors of Ricci,
published the geography (i /;y #F#C) in 1623 to compliment human geographical
knowledge to Ricci’s atlas. He changed the meaning of 7the Western ocean’ (/47T) into the
equivalent of ‘the West” or ‘the Occident.”

The Japanese adopted the same usage. ARAI Hakuseki (7 JfI'147), an Confucian of
encyclopedic knowledge in early 18th century, wrote a memoir named ‘Hearing of the West’
(VUyF4_.[H) after he examined a Jesuit who had sneaked into Japan by the order of
Tokugawa Shogun. However, we cannot find the antonym (AL71:) that is equivalent to ‘the
East™ in his book. Maybe, the similar situation continued in China, too. It is very interesting
that there continued to exist the equivalent of “the West™ only and not of ‘the East’ in East
Asia for almost 200 years. It was not until 1802 when YAMAMURA Saisuke (Ui 4'Bh) , a
scholar of the Dutch learning, wrote the supplement of ARAI’s world geography that the
word W 7¥ emerged as the equivalent of ‘the Orient.” He used it in a translation of the title
of the memoir written by a Dutch captain.

Anyway, after the 17th century, East Asian people accepted the European regional
concepts “Asia’ and ‘the West.” However, the word “Asia’ was empty and there continued to
be no equivalent of ‘the East’ here for long time. It should be noted that people seldom used
‘Asia’ in daily life before modern era.

2. The Emergence of ‘Asia’ as a word of Geopolitics

The word “Asia’ was transformed into the ideological term that asserted shared political
interest among East Asian countries during the latter half of the 19th century .

This change occurred in Japan just after the Meiji Regeneration. In early 1870s,
newspapers began to be published in Japan. They reported international incidents along with
trade information. Through their information, the Japanese found that they were not alone in
worrying about Western hegemony in the world. They paid their attention not only to
neighboring area but also to whole Asia. This was because Russia, the only Western power
that bordered Japan, had its long border with many geographically Asian countries, from
Turkey through Afghanistan to China, and the information came mainly from British source
that had been engaged in the *Great Game’ against Russia in the world. Although the
Japanese noticed the shared distress and the political interdependence in this region, they at

N
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first preivired to escape from the situation alone by the thorough reform of its society
adoptiny, Western civilization.

Ho er, some Japanese intellectuals began to maintain the necessity of Asian solidarity
n ord » overcome Western invasion and domination during late 1870s. And this
move:: crystallized in 1880 just after Japan annexed Ryukyu (}ii3K). This move
genc! he possibility of the war between Japan and China and both sides made special
eftfor void it by shifting their attention to Korea and making Russia as a shared possible
ener '

Th gdom of Ryukyu was established in the |5th eentury. From early years, it became
one « closest tributary states to Great Ming (A W]). On the other hand, the daimyo of
Sats '+ ) in Japan conquered Ryukyu in 1609. Afterwards, Ryukyu kingdom
COli .0 be a doubly subordinated state. However, the japanese government in Meiji
Rew m decided to annex Ryukyu as an exclusive territory according to Western
int | law after it had abolished the Daimyo Satsuma. Great Ching ( A4i'7) could not
per move because it believed that the Middle Empire had the obligation to protect
tril tes from the invasion from barbarian powers. The governments of China and
Jap .anged harsh words with each other just after the annexation of Ryukyu as
Ok 44 ) prefecture in 1879.

| hoth sides could not engage m war. It was just two years after Japan saw a
ma war during Meiji Regeneration. Japanese economy was in an exhausted
cotl: s government was annoyed by great amount of deficits and newspapers hated
war “wuch. On the other hand, China had graver trouble with Russia in North-West
bord: " 4he recovery of Xinjiang (i) from Yakub Beg’s rebellion. Also, it began to
wori . the loss of the most important tributary state Korea. Thus, both sides began to
mal - efforts to avoid war.

[y con was to make Russia as a shared enemy. Newspapers in China and Japan

agrect . danger of possible invasion by Russia and stressed the shared culture and race
(I ) as the basis of solidarity against the White. Some intellectuals in Japan
establ: | “The Society for the Development of Asia” (#l1[iZ%) in March, 1880. The

society  purpose was to promote the exchange of goods and people among three countries
in Eas: ‘sia. It welcomed Chinese intellectuals, began to publish a journal written in
Chinesc .1d later established a school of Chinese language in Shanghai.

Also, both governments made a move to avoid war. Their focus was shifted to Korea.
Two yeor- ago, Japanese foreign minister TERASHIMA Munenori (<5553 H1) had made a
proposa! 'o He Ru-zhang (7] 21Jif), the first Chinese minister to Japan, that Japan and China
should ¢ooperate to protect Korea from Russian invasion. He also suggested that China had
better to lave its official stay in Korea to advise Korea’s self-enforcement.

Minister He remembered this idea in 1880 and ordered his assistant Huang Zun-xian (i
i) t¢ rite down the recommendation to Korean king when Korean envoy to Japan Kim
Hong-jir ( 4x 94 %) visited Tokyo in summer. Huang’s idea consisted of three
recomm.  lations; to strengthen the special relations with the Middle empire, to promote
reltions with Japan and to open relations with United States. This was to deepen the
intluence of China to Korea before Russia and Japan would extend their influence to Korean

‘od
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peninsula.

The envoy Kim Hong-jip went back to Korea and presented it to king Kojion (i#1%%) . The
king and his advisors were delighted to read it and began their reforms to strengthen Korea.
Also, they asked China to mediate Korean- US relations. In 1882, the first Korean treaty
with the West was concluded by the arrangement of Li Hong-zhang (43 %%) . This was the
rare moment when all the three countries in East Asia, China, Korea and J apan, were
satisfied with their relations with neighbors saving their faces.

However, this solution collapsed in the same year. When Tae-wong-gun (A FiA4}), the
former person in power of Korea, pulled off a coup against reforms, Korean government
asked China to prevent the coup to recover its power. This was the beginning of foreign
interventions in Korean domestic politics that led to the severe rivalry between China and
Japan over the hegemony of Korea.

Conclusion

In 1880, the governments and intellectuals in China and Japan began to maintain “Asian’
solidarity in the name of opposing Russian threat. Once this concept was established, it
began to appear repeatedly in the discourse on international aftairs in this region. After the
Russo-Japanese war, it was expanded in geographical coverage; even people in Turkey
began to talk about Asian solidarity against European hegemony. Seen from afterwards, this
notion of Asian solidarity seemed to be almost fictional with little concrete conditions. In
Japan it continued to be the ideology of complement that healed the pain of Westernization.
We cannot doubt the sincerity of the Japanese friends of Sun Yat-sen ({5i%Al) in believing
the cause of Asian solidarity. However, Japanese assertion of it changed into a mere
ideology of Japanese hegemony in East Asia after 1931.

Today, some people in East Asia maintain to promote “East Asian Community.” However,
[ am doubtful to this idea. First, the idea of community tends to exclude someone outside. In
this case, it is obvious to have the wish to exclude American influence. It is not only
unsound but also impossible in this age of globalization. Second, this idea provokes the
controversy on hegemony among the parties involved. This may lead us to the situation
opposite to the ideal of peaceful cooperation. I think it better to restrict ourselves to watch
neighbor’s real life more carefully and to make more efforts to take care of neighboring
people in order to live happy life together. I would like to stress one thing: ‘Lets become
good neighbors!”
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Abstract :East Asia Consciousness includes the idea of common value and the 1dea of common interests.
It has two functions: the identity of weness and the socialization of East Asia Consciousness. The
constitute of new East Asia Order will fundamentally depend on the socialization of East Asia
Consciousness, the harmonious development of Sino-Japan relations and the influence of U.S in East
Asia. The identity of Eapt Asia is fledging. Japan still lacks of “reckoning consciousness™ on the
historical problems, and the inf:luencc of U.S will exist in East Asia for a long time. Based on this, it can
be foreseen that the socialization of East Asia Consciousness will witness a long term, and the new East
Asia Order will not be constituted during a short term either. The new East Asia Order will be
characterized as high-degree identity, the harmonious development of Sino-Japan relations and
NEA-SEA relations, which will bring long-lasting impetus to the peaceful development of East Asia. So
it deserves'the common efforts of the East Asia countries.

Key Words: East Asia Consciousness Socialization Order
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