
1.2: Japanese Expansion in Asia 

I. Causes of expansion in the 1930s 
a. Political instability in China 

i. Frustration in China over its dominance by outside powers led to the growth of 
the Chinese Nationalist Party, Guomindang (GMD) led by Jiang Jieshi (Chiang Kai 
Shek) who led a campaign of national unification. 

1. Pushed anti-foreigner rhetoric 
2. An end to unequal treaties 

ii. The Communist Party (CCP) led by Mao Zedong had many of the same goals and 
for a time united with the GMD 

iii. From 1926-28, led by Jiang, the Northern Expedition was launched to unify 
China under GMD leadership. 

iv. Ultimately, a split between the GMD and the CCP led to Civil War between the 
factions. 

b. Domestic political crises & Growing military power. 
i. Japan was concerned about the Northern Expedition as they had backed a 

Manchurian warlord, Zhang Zuolin. 
1. Zhang, growing more powerful, planned to attack into Northern China 
2. Japan, wanting more control in Manchuria used their Kwangtung Army 

to stop Jiang's army's advance and assassinated Zhang. 
3. This move was not sanctioned by the Emperor Hirohito and he pushed 

the Prime Minister Tanaka to discipline the army 
a. Generals refused as it could weaken the Army's prestige; Tanaka 

resigned as he couldn't carry out the Emperor's wishes. 
ii. The next Prime Minister, Hamaguchi Yuko attempted to offer reforms but was 

himself sacked as the economic crisis caused him to cut salaries of bureaucrats 
and military and agreed to Japanese naval limits at the 1930 London Naval 
Conference. 

c. The Great Depression 
i. The Great Depression, beginning in 1929, worsened economic problems within 

Japan. 
1. Japan was dependent on foreign trade 
2. Protective tariffs threatened that trade 

a. US Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act caused taxes on Japanese imports 
to rise 200% 

3. The silk industry was crushed-prices collapsed to 1/5th their 1923 value 
4. Unemployment on the rise 

ii. Manchuria became more vital for a source of raw materials, markets and 'living 
space' for Japanese.  Manchuria was Japans "only means of survival." 

1. Manchuria would need to be taken by force as Chinese nationalists 
were willing to fight for it. 

2. The Kwangtung Army made moves to seize Manchuria against the 
Emperor's (and Prime Minister Wakatsuki's) wishes. 

d. The Manchurian Crisis 



i. An explosion at the Japanese-owned South Manchurian Railway on September 
18, 1931, near Mukden in Manchuria 

1. Kwangtung Army claimed it was blown up by the Chinese-despite 
evidence that it as actually the Japanese 

2. This provided a pretext for war and the Kwangtung Army moved in 
Manchuria, refusing to heed the government's call to stop hostilities. 

3. By early 1932, Manchuria was completely under Japanese control 
a. Japan established the puppet rule of Pu Yi (China's last 

emperor) calling the new state Manchukuo 
4. Fighting also broke out in Shanghai in January 1932  

a. Japanese air forces bombed the city leading to thousands of 
casualties 

5. China ceded control of Manchuria to Japan with the Treaty of Tanggu in 
May 1933. 

a. Jiang hoped Japan would exhaust itself in trying to occupy such 
large tracts of land 

b. "Japan was a disease of the skin, communism was a disease of 
the heart" 

ii. Results 
1. Worsened relations between Japan and the US and GB 
2. Japan's actions were condemned by the League of Nations 
3. Abandonment of Japanese 'international system' 
4. China's nationalist government was focused on defeating the CCP in the 

Civil War so there was little organized war against the Japanese 
a. Boycotts of Japanese goods 

5. Japan benefitted economically from the occupation of Manchuria 
a. Though, costs of occupation were high 

6. Japan's military was essentially controlling the government as the public 
offered support following the military victories. 


