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What “Opium in Taiwan” Can Teach Us Today

Kiyoshi WADA

Kanazawabunko Yell Clinic

Despite Japan having a strict prohibition against opium smoking, it has been accused of
being a “totally ignorant nation” about the problem. Japan has a history of practically achiev-
ing the eradication of opium abuse by the introduction and implementation of a gradual prohi-
bition policy, named “Zenkin Seisaku”, which was used in Taiwan under Japanese rule. How-
ever, today, very few Japanese people are aware of this fact.

In Taiwan, this policy was a long-term policy that lasted for 50 years, from 1897 until
Japan’s defeat in World War II. During the early period of implementation, this policy attracted
attention and was praised by Western countries, which were then controlling colonies in South-
east Asia. However, as Japan’s aggressive advance into China expanded, the nature of the poli-
cy changed, and Japan became the target of international criticism. However, it is worth noting
that the gradual prohibition policy attracted international attention and praise early in this peri-
od.

As a result of the confusion following Japan’s defeat in the war and the political nature of
the issue, very few documents on the opium problem in Taiwan remain. Most have been scat-
tered or intentionally concealed. Kato Hisashi, who was the policy implementation officer in
Taiwan at the time, gave a speech on the policy’s ideas and progress about six months after the
policy was launched. A transcript of the speech remains in the form of the document “Opium
in Taiwan”. Based on the content of the speech, the author believes that Taiwan’s gradual pro-
hibition policy could be seen as what is now called a harm reduction policy.

In this paper, the author briefly describes the opium abuse situation in Taiwan at the time,
“Zenkin Seisaku” and the reduction in the number of opium users due to the policy, and the
author’s understanding of harm reduction. The author also includes a modern translation of
“Opium in Taiwan”.

Today, the issue of cannabis use has become a topic of global discussion. In 2023, the
number of cannabis offenders in Japan exceeded that of methamphetamine for the first time
since statistics began. As a result, cannabis has the highest number of drug offenders.

The author believes that this modern translation of “Opium in Taiwan” will be useful as
a resource when considering measures against drug-related problems in Japan during this his-

toric period of change in the drug abuse situation.
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