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Integration and Discrimination in the Japanese
Nation-empire

Shinichi Yamamuro

ABSTRACT

The experience of Meiji Japan in establishing a nation state influenced its governance
of the colonies acquired and also its transformation into a colonial empire. However, the
Meiji Constitution did not contain any provisions concerning either Japanese dominion or
possession of colonies. The drafters had never envisaged any possibility of Japan
becoming a colonizer; and hence, left absolutely no groundwork concerning the legal
status of colonies, or their governance.

After acquiring Taiwan, Korea, Karafuto (Sakhalin) and Kantoushu, Japan applied its
Constitution to these colonies but the people of Japan and its colonies were not governed
by the same laws. Due consideration was first given to the conditions of the local legal
system before any policy, laws and regulations were to be implemented in the colonies.
Thus, the Meiji imperial empire was in reality a union of different legal zones. Neither the
people within the empire nor the laws applied to them were unified. Not only the people
seldom intermingled, differential rights and obligations were often consciously
constructed, with the home country given the most privileged position.

When complicated further the situation was that the colonies all had different legal
and court systems. Such chaotic status naturally led to conflicts and disputes in the legal
arena. To resolve the problem would require the institution of a unified legal system for
the entire empire and the enactment of a common law for universal governance. In 1918,
in an attempt to realize the ideal of a unified legal zone throughout the Japanese empire, a
common law went into effect.

In this paper, I will elucidate the characteristics of the whole Japanese empire using
the concept of nation-empire, which contains two dimensions, the nation state and the
colonial empire. In particular, I will emphasize that the construction of a nation-empire

involved gradual integration of these two dimensions. Nevertheless, integration was never
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it

easy due obviously to the abovementioned difference and discrimination.

Ultimately, the attempt of Meiji Japan in achieving integration and eliminating
discrimination within the union of different legal zones turned out to be futile. In
particular, for those who were coerced into becoming imperial subjects, their heavy and
many obligations far exceeded the narrow and limited rights bestowed upon them.

Keywords: Nation-empire, Union of Different Legal Zones, Integration, Discrimination,
Common Law
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