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Shigeharu Matsumoto’s Involvement in the Peace Initiatives
towards China in 1938: The approaches and limits of a liberalist
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Abstract

After Konoe's Statement on January 16, 1938, Shigeharu Matsumoto, a China observer
and liberal intellectual, criticized the Statement disregarded the condition of China and
started to get involved in the peace initiatives towards China. This article aims to
reexamine Matsumoto's involvement in 1938 and portray a more comprehensive image of
Matsumoto through a historical approach. This article first examines Matsumoto's
perception of China and Japan's China policy. Then by comparing the records of related
persons in both countries, the paper seeks to comprehend Matsumoto's role in the peace
initiatives and compare the plans he proposed to Chinese counterparts and Japan's
policies. The article argues that Matsumoto's hope to end the Sino-Japanese War earlier
was consistent, while his approach changed from continuing negotiating with Chiang Kai-
shek to forcing Chiang to resign and negotiating with Wang Ching-wei. Initially he tried to
strike a balance between his perception of China and the Japanese government's policies,
but later he abandoned his former perception and decided to follow the Japanese
government instead, pursuing Chiang's resignation and the split of the Nationalist
Government. In the end, his peace initiatives fell apart. Wang Ching-wei's defection failed
to force Chiang to resign. On the contrary, the will to fight against Japan among the
Chinese government and its people was strengthened, leaving little room for peace talks. It
is said that the Sino-Japanese relations slid from a saveable situation to a tragically
hopeless situation in 1938. By elaborating Matsumoto's involvement in 1938, to some
extent, this article illustrates how such a tragedy was brought about.
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