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Constructing “Imperial Space”:

An Examination of the Japanese Empire’s
Manchurian Military Gazetteers (1872—1904)

Wen-kai Lin

Associate Research Fellow, Institute of Taiwan History, Academia Sinica

Under pressure from Western imperial powers in the mid-nineteenth
century, Japan was compelled to open its borders and launched the Meiji
Restoration to build a modern nation-state. At the same time, it sought to
emulate Western imperialism by advancing a continental policy aimed at
expanding its sphere of influence in East Asia. Victory in the First Sino-
Japanese War in 1895 elevated Japan to the status of an East Asian empire.
Confronted with Russian expansion into Manchuria, the Japanese Empire
initiated the Russo-Japanese War in 1904 and emerged victorious, thereby
establishing its position as the core imperial power in East Asia. The
principal theaters of both the First Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-
Japanese War were situated in the terrestrial and maritime spaces of
southern Manchuria. Japan’s military victories were not only a result of its
modernized army and navy, but were also closely linked to the spatial
knowledge produced during the early Meiji period, specifically the military
geographic intelligence concerning Manchuria.

This paper examines the knowledge production of the Japanese Empire’s
Manchuria Gazetteers (Manshii chishi) during the Meiji period (1872—
1904), analyzing how Manchuria, as a “problematic space,” became the
object of military gazetteer (heiyo chishi) production. This process laid the



Freg DB R, 159

spatial epistemic foundations necessary for warfare and gradually
transformed Manchuria into a constructed “imperial space” of the Japanese
Empire. The discussion proceeds in four parts. First, the paper investigates
the modern military reforms undertaken by the Japanese Empire since the
Meiji Restoration, focusing on the establishment of general staff
institutions for the army and navy, as well as the system of military attachés
abroad, and how these institutions facilitated the production of military
geographic knowledge concerning regions such as Manchuria. Second, it
analyzes the role of modern geographical institutions such as the Tokyo
Geographical Society. It explores how politicians, military officers,
diplomats, and civilian scholars jointly constructed and participated in the
organization and operation of the society, and the roles they played in the
production of geographic intelligence, including the Manchuria Gazetteers.
Third, the paper examines the contributions of early Meiji pan-Asianist
organizations and their members to the production of military geographic
knowledge on Manchuria, as well as their participation in spatial
intelligence investigations in wartime Manchuria during both the First
Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War. Finally, through textual
analysis of several key types of Manchuria Gazetteer materials, the paper
explores the principal methods and epistemic characteristics of Japanese
spatial knowledge production on Manchuria, and further discusses the
entangled relationships between Japanese spatial knowledge and the
corresponding epistemologies of the Qing dynasty, the British Empire, and
the Russian Empire.

Keywords: Manchuria Gazetteers, Spatial Knowledge, Intelligence
Investigations, Tokyo Geographical Society, Pan-Asianism



