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The Albatross and the Territorial Expansion of the Japanese Empire

HIRAOKA Akitoshi

Faculty of Economics, Shimonoseki City University

Adopting a viewpoint informed by action theory — i.e., interpreting people’s behaviours from their
purpose of actions — the author hypothesizes that the main purpose for Meiji-era adventurers and
explorers in exploring the seas south of Japan was to hunt albatross . From this premise, he argues
that the profit-driven advancement into the southern seas in pursuit of the albatross contributed to
the expansion of the southern boundaries of the Japanese Empire.

Albatross were know from early times to some inhabitants of the Ogasawara Islands, and starting
around 1885, the birds’ plumage was exported to some foreign countries. The industrialist Han-
uemon Tamaoki became involved in the albatross industry on Torishima (Bird Island), profiting
greatly from it. Being a successful entrepreneur, he became involved with such pioneers of the
South Sea exploration as Takeaki Enomoto and Shigetaka Shiga. In those days, when newspaper-
run serialized adventures about developing uninhabited islands were widely read, Han-uemon was
often featured in many newspapers and books, and the stories featuring his exploits contributed to
an upsurge in expeditions to deserted islands. In this flurry of exploration, people who realized the
potential profitability of the albatross industry started competing in a quest to locate and explore the
numerous islands that were assumed to exist, and were marked as E.D.(Existence Doubtful) on the
maps of the South Sea in use at the time. Consequently, this competitive hunt for imagined South
Sea islands led to the discovery and appropriation of actual islands such as Minami Torishima (South
Bird Island) by the Japanese Empire. And, to cap it all off, this excessive spirit of exploration resulted
in the “Ganzis Island problem” in which the Meiji Government claimed a non-existent island, Ganzis,
as their own, renaming the phantom island as Nakanotorishima.

In this paper, the author has clearly shown that the actions of those such as speculators involved
in schemes to make fast, lucrative profits from the albatross plumage industry contributed to the

expansion of the territory of the Japanese Empire.

Key words: purpose of action, albatross, existence doubtful islands, territorial expansion, the South

Sea
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