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Japan’s Response to the Zionist Movement in the 1920s

Naoki MARUYAMA

Introduction

In 1920 the Executive of the World Zionist Organization in London decided
to send its first emissary to East Asia. The envoy travelled more than 30,000
miles over Australia, China, Japan, Manchuria, and India, visiting local
Jewish communities to talk of Zionism and raise finance for the Jewish Na-
tional Fund. Seven years later, the Japanese Ministry of War dispatched its
staff officer to Palestine on a fact-finding mission.

What motivation was there for these two seemingly unconnected visits?

This article traces the historical background to these missions and makes
clear Japan’s early commitment to Zionism, thus shedding some light on the
unknown parts of the history of the Zionist movement in the 1920s.

I Historical Background

Modern Zionism arose in Europe in the nineteenth century, calling for the
return of the Jews to Palestine. Most literature on Zionism deals with the
Jewish communities in Europe and America where the Jewish people had long
been under such severe conditions as assimilation and anti-Semitism. The few
references to those of non-European countries in terms of their contribution to
the establishment of the Jewish state do not enter into the details of their
communities. East Asia is one of those little noticed areas in the history of Zi-
onism.

The history of the Jewish communities in East Asia goes back to the mid-
nineteenth century, when China and Japan opened their doors to foreigners.
After the Opium War of 1840-42, China was forced to open her ports to for-
eigners. From that time British merchants and traders, including Jews, came
to Shanghai and Hong Kong, where they settled. Among the early Jewish set-
tlers were such families as Sassoon, Kadoorie, Hardoon, Yehuda, and Ezra,
mostly from Mesopotamia and India.! Soon they established trade networks in
the main port cities of China and Japan. The Jewish population in China num-
bered about 175 in 1895.2 The main center of Jewish activities in China was
Shanghai, where the Sassoons had established a solid base by the middle of
the nineteenth century.® In due course, the Jews in Shanghai built their first
synagogue and founded a branch of the Anglo-Jewish Association in 1898.*
The activities of the Jewish community in Shanghai varied from the benevo-
lent to the political. Concerning charities, they attempted to rescue their
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fellow believers of the “orphan colony” in Kaifeng.5

It was, however, in the political field that they had more weight. In the
wake of the world-wide expansion of the Zionist movement, they established
the Zionist Association in April 1903.% Also, in that year the Shanghai Zionist
Association was represented at the Sixth Zionist Congress held at Basle.” Im-
mediately after its establishement, the Shanghai Zionist Association took an
active role in spreading Zionism throughout the Jewish communities of East
Asia. They started publishing a biweekly organ, Israel’s Messenger, in April
1904.8

The influx of Jews into Japan began in a similar way. With the opening of
ports after Commodore Perry’s expedition of 1853, Jewish traders settled at
Nagasaki, Yokohama, and Kobe.® From the late nineteenth century, Nagasaki
was the leading Jewish center in Japan. It was said that in the early 1880s
the Jewish population of Nagasaki numbered more than 50 families. They
built Beth Israel synagogue in 1894'! and founded a Jewish benevolent society
in 1901 to provide aid for poor Jews at home and abroad.!? About 1902 a
branch of the Anglo-Jewish Association was founded there.! The Nagasaki
Zionist Association was eatablished on 6 May 1906 with 15 members.!4 During
the Russo-Japanese War, the Nagasaki Jewish community offered aid to the
Russian Jewish prisoners of war interned in Japan, including the supply of
Hebrew books.!s Despite these energetic activities, Nagasaki’s economic impor-
tance declined rapidly owing to the outbreak of the Russo-J apanese War: the
commercial trade with the continent stopped; the main economic activities of
the Jews were trasferred to Kobe, Yokohama, and Tokyo. The synagogue was
sold in 1924.1% This was the last transaction of the Jews of Nagasaki. However,
throughout the War, world Jewry stood on the side of Japan in the hope that
it would lead to Russian defeat. The American banker, Jacob H. Schiff, assist-
ed in the floating of the Japanese war loans abroad.!” Chaim Weizmann, later
first president of Israel, wrote in his autobiography that he was wrongly
taken by a Japanese chemical student at the laboratory of Manchester Uni-

versity to be a Russian despondent at the news of the naval battle at Tsushima
Straits.18

I Japan’s Commitment to Zionism

During World War I, on 2 November 1917, British Foreign Minister
Arthur J. Balfour wrote a letter to Lord Rothschild declaring that the British
Government favoured “the establishment in Palestine of a national home for
the Jewish people.” After the issuance of this Balfour Declaration, the Zionists
took steps to gain world-wide support for it.

The Shanghai Zionist Association approached three Asian nations im-
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mediately. Following the endorsements of the Declaration by Siam (Thailand)
and China, Japan gave her statement to the Shanghai Zionists via the French
Embassy in Tokyo in December 1918.? Furthermore in January 1919, by re-
quest, the Japanese Ambassador to Great Britain, Chinda Sutemi, sent an offi-
cial letter to Chaim Weizmann:*’

Japanese Embassy,
London
6th January 1919
Sir,

In acknowledging the receipt of your Note under date of the 3rd in-
stant, I beg leave to state that I am authorised to make the following
declaration in the name of His Majesty’s Government.

“The Japanese Government gladly take note of the Zionist aspira-
tions to establish in Palestine a national home for the Jewish people
and they look forward with a sympathetic interest to the realization of
such desire upon the basis proposed.”

I may add for your information that His Majesty’s Government had
an opportunity in December last to make an identical statement in
reply to the representation made on the subject by the Zionist Organisa-
tion at Shanghai.

Believe me,
Yours faithfully,
(Signed) T(sicl. Chinda
Ch. Weizmann, Esq.,
Zionist Organisation,
35-38 Empire House,
175, Piccadilly W.L

Although deliberately worded, Japan’s statement was taken as a letter of sup-
port for their cause by the Zionists not only in Shanghai but also in London.
With these international endorsements of their aspirations, the Zionist leaders
set out to strengthen their campaign at the Paris Peace Conference in 1919.
In the Statement of the Zionist Organization regarding Palestine, which the
World Zionist Organization submitted to the Peace Conference, Japan was
mentioned along with other governments which approved the Declaration.?!
In April 1920, four Allied Powers—Britain, France, Italy, and Japan—met at
San Remo and formally approved the allocation of mandates in Syria and
Lebanon to France and those in Mesopotamia and Palestine to Britain. At this
crucial moment, the Shanghai Zionist Association wrote to the Japanese For-

eign Minister Uchida Yasuya:

At this moment the Supreme Council at San Remo is expected to
say the last word in favor of our National aspirations, to which Jews
throughout the world look forward with intense eagerness and impa-
tience. ’

It is indeed a pleasant opportunity for the Asiatic Powers to identify
themselves closely with the rejuvenated Asiatic Nation, now, happily
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destined to be restored to its ancient glory, and re-affirmation of your
future policy towards the latter will be hailed with intense joy and satis-
faction by the whole House of Ancient Israel.

Earnestly hoping that your Excellency will direct a few lines on the
eve of the realization of our two thousand year old dreams, and assuring
your Excellency of our profound aspiration for the benefits which you al-
ready conferred on our Nation.?2?

In response to this, Uchida wrote a reply:

Accept my hearty congratulations on the achievement of your two
thousand year old aspirations. Have followed with keen interest the
progress of your movement for which you now enjoy the well-earned
reward.??

This constituted another Zionist diplomatic victory. On 24 July 1922, the

League of Nations finally confirmed the mandates for Palestine and other

areas. But two months earlier the Shanghai Zionists had resumed a more

active approach to the Japanese Government. Nissim E.B. Ezra, Honorary

Secretary of the Shanghai Zionist Association and Editor of Israel’s Messenger,

asked the Japanese Foreign Minister to support the Palestine mandate in his
two letters. In the letter dated 9 May, Ezra, looking back to the past support of
Japan, wrote as follows:

...The delay in the ratification of the Palestine Mandate by the League
of Nations has, unfortunately, greatly impeded the reconstruction work
in Palestine and gave an opportunity to the agitators to advocate for
[sic] the abrogation of the Balfour Declaration...it would be a graceful
act on the part of your Excellency to give further public expression of
your sympathy with and interest in the cause of the Jewish people and
your approval of the terms of the Palestine Mandate...I earnestly hope
that your Excellency will kindly cable instructions to your Ambassador
at Genoa [sic].24

Also in his second letter of 19 May 1922, Ezra took the matter up again:

I earnestly hope that your Excellency will again give further public
expression of your sympathy with and interest in the cause of the
Jewish People insofar as they relate to the establishment of the Jewish
National Home in Palestine... Hoping that your Excellency will kindly
favor me with a reply and thanking you.25

In reply to these letters, Foreign Minister Uchida gave an instruction to

Funatsu Tatsuichird, Japanese Consul-General in Shanghai to deliver a sym-
pathetic reply to Ezra. Funatsu extended the full support of the Japanese
Government to Ezra on 8 June 1922:

30

...I am directed to inform you that, in conformity with your request in
the former to the effect that the Japanese Delegation makes a sym-
pathetic declaration on behalf of the establishment of the Jewish Na-
tional Home when the ratification of the terms of the Palestine Mandate
shall be discussed at the meeting of the Council of the League of Nations
now in session at Geneva, Japan will consider this project favourably,
should the question be placed before the meeting for deliberation.26
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Four days later, the Shanghai Zionist Association decided to inscribe the
name of Foreign Minister Uchida in the Golden Book of the Jewish National
Fund in Jerusalem.?’

On 4 March 1923, the ceremony for the presentation of the Diploma of
the Jewish National Fund on which the name of Count Uchida was inscribed,
took place in Shanghai. Japanese Consul-General Funatsu was present on
behalf of Foreign Minister Uchida at the ceremony. Israel’s Messenger, the
organ of the Shanghai Zionist Association reported how the ceremony was car-
ried out.?®

At the ceremony, Rabbi W. Hirsch expressed the thanks of Zionists to
Japan for the support which she had accorded to the Jewish cause and hoped
that Japan would continue to befriend the Jews. He also hoped that Japan
would never permit the taint of anti-Semitism to besmirch her escutcheon.??
Next N.E.B. Ezra delivered an address and presented the Diploma to Funatsu.
In his speech Ezra stressed the achievement of Foreign Minister Uchida as fol-

lows:
Count Uchida, like other statesmen of our time has taken interest
in Zionism. His first public sympathy with our aims was made known in
a special cable message to our Association when the Council at San
Remo had ratified the Balfour Declaration. Our Association had ap-
proached Count Uchida on various occasions in the past with a view to
befriend our cause and were always given a cordial reception. ., 3¢

In reply, Funatsu said that Japan had all along been friendlily disposed to-
wards the Jewish Nation and had not hesitated to endorse their national aspi-
rations.3!

Again, in 1927, on the eve of the tenth anniversary of the Balfour Declara-
tion, Ezra approached the Japanese Prime Minister and Foreign Minister
Tanaka Giichi asking that Japan would again issue a renewed expression of
her sympathy with the objects of the Declaration and thereby demonstrate
her goodwill towards Jewish National aspirations in Palestine.?? Tanaka in-
structed Yada Shichitaro, Japanese Consul-General in Shanghai, to transmit
his reply:

~ ...hearty congratulations on the steadily progressing organizations of

the Zionists and on the remarkable advancement of the Jewish nation-
alistic institutions which they have achieved in Palestine.3?

IOI Zionist Emissary to East Asia

In 1920, the Central Executive of the World Zionist Organization in
London, fully realizing the urgent necessity of establishing networks with the
Jewish communities of East Asia, decided to send a mission there. Immediately
after the San Remo Conference, Israel Cohen, Director of Publicity and Propa-
ganda of the Organization, was asked by the Executive to pay a visit to the
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Middle East, Australia and the Far East.?* Israel Cohen was then in charge of
conducting the correspondence of the Zionist Central Office and the Jewish
National Fund with the Zionist organizations in English-speaking countries.?s
Cohen accepted the invitation, and left London on 15 May 1920, continuing
his journey until 8 May 1921. The whole account of his mission is contained in
his two books.36

The purpose of the mission was, in the words of Israel Cohen, “to expound
the import of the Balfour Declaration, that pregnant creation of the Great
War, and to invoke material support for its practical realization.”?” He carried
letters of introduction from such Jewish and English notables as Chaim Weiz-
mann, Nahum Sokolow, Lord Rothschild, Max Nordau, Lord Robert Cecil, Sir
Herbert Samuel, W. Ormsby-Gore, and Sir Alfred Mond.?® What the Zionists
expected from Cohen’s mission was revealed in some of these letters. Weiz-

mann’s letter details the expectations of the Zionist leadership:

I am very grateful to you for accepting the important mission of pro-
ceeding the Jewish communities of Australasia, India and the Far East.
I attach the very greatest importance to the spreading of the knowledge
of the recent remarkable developments in our Movement among these
influential Jewish communities...The Jews of the British Empire are,
and may well be, proud of the great role they will be called upon to play
in the development of their ancient homeland. The responsibility for
the success of this enterprise will rest in the first place, on English-
speaking Jewry and I trust you will receive the unstinted support of all
those Jews who are privileged to come in contact with you and to hear
from you an account of the successes achieved by the Zionist Organisa-
tion in recent times.3°

Lord Rothschild also said in his letter to Cohen dated 9 May 1920:
Now that the Mandate for Palestine has been accepted by Great
Britain, the time has come for the whole Jewish community the world
over to forget their differences and to work together with all possible
zeal to make the reestablishment of the Jewish National Home in Pales-
tine a reality and a triumphant reality.°

Israel Cohen held meetings, raised funds for the restoration of Palestine
and propagated Zionism all over the East. Stirred by the events following the
Balfour Declaration, the Jewish communities in the East received the first
Jewish envoy with considerable enthusiasm.

In Shanghai, with the largest and strongest Jewish community in East
Asia, the Jews warmly greeted their guest from a distant land. The Shanghai
Zionist Association devoted seven pages of the December 17th issue of Israel’s
Messenger to Cohen’s visit. The dominating element of the Jewish community
of Shanghai was originally Sephardic, but after World War I many Russian
Jews fled and settled in Shanghai. The Jewish population now amounted to
1,000 in all. There Cohen attended several meetings and gave speeches on
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such topics as “The British Mandate for Palestine” At one meeting he raised
about £7,000 (the price of those days) for the restoration of Palestine.4!

On 3 December, Cohen set sail for Japan, landing at Kobe on 8 Decem-
ber.? At first he intended visiting Nagasaki where an old Jewish community
existed. However, as its Jewish community had dwindled to four or five souls
and it would have taken several days to go to Nagasaki, he decided to go direct-
ly to Kobe.*?

Cohen stayed in Japan from 8 to 18 December. He held two meetings for
the local communities at Yokohama and Kobe.** Not surprisingly, no records
exist of his meeting any Japanese Government officials, since the Shanghai
Zionists had already maintained relations with the Japanese Foreign Ministry.
But he callled upon the British Ambassador in Tokyo, Sir Charles Eliot and
discussed the question of possible emigration of Russian Jews from Yokohama
to Palestine.*? Génerally speaking, the Japanese people were indifferent to the
visit of the Zionist envoy. The reports of the Japanese newspapers showed a re-
markable lack of knowledge of the Jews and Zionism. For example, when he
gave his first speech at Yokohama, some Japanese newspapers printed sensa-
tional reports. The Tokyo Asahi Shimbun carried the headline: “A meeting of
the Jews was held at the office of Yokohama Jewish Association to consider
the establishment of the Jewish Kingdom.”*¢ The Kokumin Shimbun had the
following headline: “The judgement for the reconstruction of the lost Nation
at the meeting; Mr. Cohen, Jewish royal family, weeping for the Holy Mis-
sion.”*” Inspite of those headlines, Israel Cohen seemed to be slightly disap-
pointed at finding little enthusiasm on the side of the Jews in Japan. In a
report submitted to the Zionist Executive, he stated that he “cannot expect
that Japan will be a reliable productive source of support,” because of the
small and unsteady Jewish population and their less than enthusiastic atti-
tudes.*® He left Japan on 18 December 1920 sailing for Pusan. From Pusan he
continued his journey to Seoul, Mukden, Changchun, Harbin, Tientsin, and
Peking.*® Finally he returned to London on 8 May 1921.

This mission was a memorable achievement for the Zionist organizations
not only in the West but also in the East, as noted by Cohen some thirty years
later: “...it was the first time in Jewish history that the emissary of a great or-
ganization abcomplished such an extensive and peculiar journey for the
Jewish national cause, and likewise the first time that several of the communi-
ties included in the itinerary were ever addressed upon that subject.”5°

IV Japanese Army Officer in Pale‘s},ting

As lamented by Israel Cohen, theré'was no special concern about things
Jewish in Japan. It was the turbulent events accompanying the close of World
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War I that were finally to awaken an interest amongst the Japanese.®!

With the outbreak of the Russian Revolution, Russia left the war in the
spring of 1918. Japan and other allies intervened in the Revolution, dispatch-
ing their expeditionary forces to Siberia. In the course of this intervention,
Japanese army officials in Siberia were confronted with the influx of refugees
fleeing from the Revolution. Among them the White Russians were sometimes
hostile to the Jews because the former believed that the Revolution was
caused by the Jewish conspiracy. Large volumes of anti-Semitic literature,
including the notorious Protocols of the Elders of Zion, were brought into
Japan by those who were sent to Siberia as interpreters and made contact
with the White Russians. Some of the Russian experts, who were attached to
the expeditionary forces, felt a kind of nostalgia towards the Russian Empire
largely because of being educated at Russian schools. Therefore, such false sto-
ries as “Jewish peril” and “Jewish conspiracy” easily spread among the Japa-
nese officials dispatched to Siberia.5? Although most anti-Semitic publications
were translated from foreign sources®® and did not cause a stir among the
general public in Japan, the Japanese authorities became more cautious of the
increasing numbers of Jewish refugees in Manchuria.

An early expert on Jewish affairs was Major Yasue Norihiro, who served
in Siberia largely due to his Russian ability. Yasue, one of the first army-
consigned graduates of the Russian course of the Tokyo School for Foreign
Languages, was interested in the Jewish problem through his army service
and collected relevant materials.>* After returning to Japan, he began to pub-
lish articles including “Yudayakoku Kensetsu Undo (The Movement to Estab-
lish the Jewish State)” under a pseudonym.?s Some of his articles were noticed
by War Minister Shirakawa Yoshinori. Owing to the recommendation of
General Shirakawa, Yasue, then in the General Staff, was dispatched by the
War Ministry to Palestine and Europe for a fact-finding mission on the Jewish
problem.5¢

Major Yasue boarded the Hakone Maru at Yokohama, set sail for Pales-
tine on 24 October 1927,57 accompanied by Rev. Sakai Shogun;®® on 21 Decem-
ber they arrived at Jerusalem.?® They toured all over Palestine and met Brit-
ish and Jewish figures including the British High Commissioner Lord Plumer,
Chairman of the Palestine Zionist Executive Frederick H. Kisch and Chief of
the Arab Department of the Zionist Executive Chaim M. Kalvarisky.® In Jeru-
salem they were guided by a Jewish journalist working for Haaretz, Moshe
Medzini, who showed them the development of the Jewish settlements.’! On
15 January 1928, they left Jerusalem and went to Beirut.’2 There they parted,
on their ways to Europe with Sakai going to Rome.®® Upon his return in May
1928, Yasue published several books on his travels.®* In these books he ad-
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mired the rapid development of the Jewish communities in Palestine and relat-
ed his strong impression of the elated nationalist consciousness of the Jewish
people.

Throughout the 1920s, however, it is doubtful to what extent the J apanese
and the Zionists understood each other. Anti-Semitic literature still continued
to appear in Japan. It was not until the 1930s that the Jewish problem came
up to the surface again in the context of international politics.

On 18 September 1931, the Manchurian incident occurred and was fol-
lowed by the establishment of Manchukuo in the following year. Japan’s posi-
tion in the international community definitely deteriorated due to these
strong measures, leading to her isolation and finally to her withdrawal from
the League of Nations in 1933. On the other hand, the new influx of Jewish
refugees into Manchuria from Central Europe increased after the establish-
ment of the Third Reich. Moreover, the economic difficulties of Manchukuo
were not improved. It was under these conditions that the Japanese military
authorities and the Far Eastern Jews approached each other and tried to use
each other’s influence. Colonel Yasue as an expert on Jewish affairs came to
the fore again.®® Such developments will be discussed on another occasion.
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