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The Transformation of East Asia’s Economic Core
during the Early 1930s: Japan’s Expanded Exports and
China’s Economic Depression

Lee Yu-ping”

Abstract

It is commonly believed that in the 1930s China was just on the margins of the
world economy and not deeply involved with Western economies, and thus that it
should not have been involved in the world economic depression though in fact it fell
into a deep economic slump. This article shows that China’s economic slump of the
early 1930s was partly related to the great depression of the major industrial countries
of the West but also had other causes. China’s depression was also related to Asia,
especially to the development of Japan as the crux of the Asian trading network.
This article thus illuminates the close and intimate relationships between the Asian
economy and the world economy on the one hand, while on the other illustrates the
differences between the Asian economy and the world economy. The great world
depression’s impact on Asia most probably primarily reflected certain regional
features of this world-wide economic crisis, an aspect that has been neglected in past
studies.

Before the 1930s, the greater China economic sphere, with numerous small
economic spheres encircling it, virtually dominated the Asian economy. With Hong

Kong, Singapore, Shanghai, and other major ports for transit goods, these smaller

Institute of Modern History, Academia Sinica
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economic spheres maintained certain economic relationships with China on the one
hand, while the same also serving as nodes in an international network. European
merchants similarly made use of Chinese trading spheres in East Asia, forming a
transit goods and finance center based in Hong Kong and Singapore for numerous
smaller economic spheres situated between the Gulf of Bengal and the South and East
Seas. In the 1930s, however, Japan actively expanded its exports, using direct trade
routes to maintain close connections with various locations in Asia. This resulted in
an overwhelming position for Japanese goods there and finally integrated these
various smaller economic spheres into its imperial economic sphere. Japan’s
strategy not only deprived China of traditional markets for its goods, but also greatly
reduced traditional sales of goods imported from Europe and America. This led to
the emergence and decline of the two trading networks and routes referred to here,
and also to the disintegration of the Greater China economic sphere and the
subsequent disappearance of the previously-existing smaller economic spheres. The
shift in the Asian economy from the Greater China economic sphere, which consisted
of multiple economic and trading spheres, to that of Japan’s imperialistic economic
sphere which was monopolistic, aggravated the consequences of China’s economic
depression. Just at this time China was faced with Japan’s emergent imperialism as
the center of the Asian economic order was decisively transferred from China to
Imperial Japan.

Many Western scholars held the view that the silver policy of the United States
in the 1930s contributed to the outflow of large amounts of silver from China, which
then severely harmed its economy plunging it into the world economic depression.
In the 1930s we also saw the replacement of the United Kingdom by the U. S. to
become the most influential country in Asia’s global economic order. It is true that
the silver policy of the U. S., now China’s largest trading partner, importantly
contributed to China’s economic depression; however, this did not mean that Japan,
as the second largest trading partner of China, had no role in affecting China’s

economic crisis. This article shows that Japan’s marketing strategies for exports in

-115-



WAREBRATET] =

the 1930s, pricing goods cheaply but selling high volumes and thus accepting low
profit margins but building a bigger share of the market, hurt Chinese domestic
manufacture. Although the total amounts of Japanese trade value were smaller than
those of America, Japanese exports were enough to seriously threaten China’s
“national goods” and thus form a basic cause of the depression in China’s economy.
Compared to Western historical views of the silver crisis as a cause of China’s
economic crisis, the dumping of Japanese goods can be said to be an alternative

interpretation from an Eastern historical perspective grounded in Asia.

Keywords: The Great Depression, Asian economic order, bloc economy,
Japan, Greater China economic sphere, regional economic centers,

theory of colonial industrialization, theory of intra-Asian trade
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