
From the early twentieth century, Japan has been central to any conception of the 

Asia-Pacific as a region. In the build-up to and during the Pacific War this found 

expression primarily in the abortive attempt to impose an economic empire by 

force. After 1945 Japan emerged as the most dynamic economic centre of the 

region within a strategic and economic order established by the United States.  

 The idea of a ‘Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere’, an attempt to 

legitimize the Japanese military and political drive for supreme regional power 

over all the Asia-Pacific in the 1930s and the early 1940s, was launched in early 

1941, and signalled Japan’s further expansion to the south after the capture of 

Indochina. Apart from the military and geopolitical aspects of Japanese territorial 

expansion southwards, the creation of a regional sphere under Japanese 

supremacy was intimately linked to Japan’s growing need for raw materials 

following the rapid industrialization in the Meiji and Taishō eras.  

The ‘Co-Prosperity Sphere’ may be said to have been the first modern attempt 

to create regional political and economic integration in the Asia-Pacific. It is 

noteworthy that the geographical extension of the ‘Co-Prosperity Sphere’ in the 

early 1940s comprised almost exactly the same region as the Japanese economy 

came to dominate commercially in the 1980s and 1990s, although then it was able 

to secure the important addition of Australia.    

The author tries to explain how as heir to an empire the United States assumed 

not only the military mantle previously shouldered by Japan but also the added 

responsibility of integrating the humbled imperial power into the post-WW II 

world; and also refers to how the emerging Soviet-American confrontation 

coupled with Washington’s growing fear of Asian revolution transformed the 

problem of Japan in the minds of American leaders so that the Pacific perimeter 

defence structure could be secured by Japan. Neverthelss, Japan could not survive 

without an industrial economy tied to a pliable, non-Communist Southeast Asian 

base. Hence, fearful that either an economic collapse or Communist 

blandishments might suck Japan into the Soviet orbit, American policy sought to 

provide its former enemy a new, if much modified, ‘Co-Prosperity Sphere’.   

 


