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The Economic Conference of the Allies (1916) and Japan
by
Fujir Takashi

In June 1916, the leaders of eight allied countries assembled in Paris for a
conference known as the Economic Conference of the Allies with the aim of
debating the problem of regulating international trade and commerce during
and after the period of the First World War. This article examines the
foundation of Japan's policy toward the conference and clarifies Japan's
recognition and reaction to the problems precipated by the war and a
portion of their later influence.

The Okuma Shigenobu cabinet, which had received notice of the opening
of the conference, made known its intention to participate, but Foreign
Minister Ishii Kikujiro only feigned interest in cooperating with the allies
because he wished to limit damage to Japan's commercial interests as much
as possible. The cabinet held the view that the situation most feared by
Japan, in short, that the conference would restrict free trade to the allies’
colonial possessions, would not occur because of the firm stance of the
British in favor of free trade. Given this understanding, the cabinet saw the
conference as a place for solving the economic problems during the first
stage after the war such as concluding commercial treaties with the allies’
colonies rather than as a place for debating the future of world commerce,
and it proceeded on this course.

In contrast, the Terauchi Masatake cabinet that dealt with the aftermath
of the conference positively supported the decisions and related provisions
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under a policy that was different from that of the previous cabinet. Foreign
Minister Motono Ichird, who had seen furthering cooperation with the allies
to insure Japan's economic interests from the start of the world war as
indispensable, openly declared his full agreement on the resolution that
clearly stated stance in opposition to the allies and broke off trade relations
with enemy powers. Furthermore, ministers charged with economic affairs
led by Minister of Agriculture and Commerce Nakashoji Ren reacted against
the imposition of restrictions on Japan's trade activities by the conference,
but as his own personal idea was to implement the establishment of
economic institutions to strengthen the industrial base, on this occasion he
recognized the resolution of the conference and later instituted a special
Industrial Research Bureau. In this way, the Japanese government
established means to deal with the conference in both diplomatic and
economic spheres.

Moreover, Sakatani Yoshiro and others who traveled to Paris as
representatives of Japan were shocked by the heights of the allies’
belligerency and the political rise of those who called for tariff reforms
through their experiences at the conference and afterward, and they came to
realize that it was inevitable that the post-war economy would evolve into
trading blocs. He thought that in order for Japan to react to these
circumstances, it must both strengthen its support of the allies, including
military cooperation, but also he began to extol the necessity of establishing
a Ministry of Commerce that would comprehensively lead other related
agencies in order to strengthened the country’s commercial and industrial
base. The Japanese government was shaken by the Sakatani report that had
betrayed their expectations, but ultimately the resolution was not regarded
as a change in the free trade policy, and Sakatani’s policy was not
immediately implemented. However, consciousness of the problem that he
obtained at the conference came to be shared domestically throughout the
war due to the difficulty of entering into trade agreements with the colonial
possessions of the allies and the occurrence of the problem of the prohibition
of the iron ore trade. Then, in contrast to Sakatani’'s predictions, the actual
world economy in the 1920s reverted to free trade, but the policy issue of
establishing a Ministry of Commerce continued to be investigated as part of
the post-war economy.
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