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Note to Reader

Romanization

Japanese is romanized in the Hepburn system, Chinese in Pinyin, and
Korean in McCune-Reischauer. The following abbreviations are used to
indicate the target language: J. for Japanese, Ch. for Chinese, and K. for
Korean.

Personal Names

Japanese, Chinese, Korean, and Ryukyuan names are presented in the
traditional fashion, family name followed by given name. Individuals are
commonly identified by family name, but where that might point to many
individuals (e.g., Tokugawa and Matsudaira), the given name is used for
clarity. Given names are also used to follow convention. Thus Ogyt Sorai,
whose followers are known as the Sorai School, is identified as Sorai, but
Hirata Atsutane is identified as Hirata. Because most Japanese charac-
ters have multiple readings, some Japanese given names have multiple
readings. Tokugawa Yoshinobu, for example, is also known as Tokugawa
Keiki. Prominent secondary readings, as well as common pseudonyms,
are noted in the text and index.

Place Names

Several places in this book are known by different names in different
languages—for example, the Liancourt Rocks are called Takeshima in
Japanese but Tokto in Korean. In such cases I have used the most common
English toponym followed by the alternatives in parentheses.

Early modern domains (daimyo territories) were commonly known by
the name of their castle town, the local government seat, but there are
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numerous exceptions. Larger domains, for example, often went by the
name of their province. The Shimazu family’s holdings in Satsuma prov-
ince, for example, are known as Satsuma domain rather than Kagoshima
domain, the name of the castle town. Some names are irregular. The Moéri
house’s holdings in Nagato province, for example, are commonly known
as Chosh, a variant term for Nagato. Rather than artificially systematize
domain names, I have followed convention and relied on the standard
reference work Kodama and Kitajima, eds., Hanshi soran.

Dates

Dates with named months (e.g., January, February) are in the Gregorian
calendar. Dates in year/month/day format are in the Japanese lunar-solar
calendar. Prior to 1873, the Japanese calendar had twelve months each of
twenty-nine or thirty days for a total year of about 354 days. Intercalary or
“leap” months were used to keep this lunar calendar synchronized with
the solar year. Following historiographic convention I have converted
Japanese years, but not months or days, to the Gregorian calendar. Thus,
the fifth day of the eleventh lunar month of the sixth year of the Horeki era
is rendered as 1756/11/5, corresponding to November 26, 1756. Intercalary
“i.” Thus, 1756/1i/5 represents the
fifth day of the eleventh intercalary (or twelfth) month of 1756, corre-
sponding to December 26, 1756. On the Gregorian calendar, the Japanese

months are represented by the letter

year began “late,” falling between January 21 and February 19. Therefore,
some key events in Meiji Restoration fall before New Year’s Day on the
Japanese calendar, but after on the Gregorian. The imperial declaration of
the “revival of ancient kingly rule,” for example, occurred on the ninth day
of twelfth month of the third year of Keié (1867/12/7), corresponding to
January 3, 1868, on Gregorian calendar.

Weights and Measures

Daimyo holdings were assessed by their annual rice harvest, measured in
koku, equal to 47.66 gallons or 180.39 liters.
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Introduction

oN APRIL 28, 1871, It6 Hirobumi, a future prime minister of Japan,
spoke before a group of prominent Americans at Welcker’s Restaurant in
Washington, DC. Ito was then merely an official in the finance ministry,
returning to Japan after on-site study of the US financial system, but the din-
ner resembled an official state banquet. The attendees included President
Ulysses S. Grant, Vice President Schuyler Colfax, Speaker of the House James
Gillespie Blaine, and Secretary of State Hamilton Fish, as well as Japan’s
ambassador to the United States, Mori Arinori. Itd took the opportunity
both to promote Japan’s recent political accomplishments and to celebrate
US-Japanese friendship. Addressing the group in English, It6 proceeded to
explain the Meiji Restoration, the revolution that had overthrown the last
Tokugawa shogun in the name of the emperor just three years before. It6
insisted that Japan was eager to learn from the West. While officials of the
Tokugawa regime had stifled Japanese material and cultural progress, the
Meiji government was determined to catch up to the rest of the world.
Much of Itd’s account was nonsense, but it was savvy and diplomatic
nonsense, designed to flatter his American hosts. As a result, more
than a century later, accounts like Itd’s still appear in standard English-
language descriptions of the Meiji Restoration. Rebutting Itd’s speech,
even 150 years later, is thus an ideal way to begin rethinking the Meiji
Restoration: cleaning out seductive and pervasive but erroneous ideas.
Ito, for example, drew a stark contrast between the new Meiji government
and the Japanese past. According to It5, Japan had been isolated for most
of its history: “the recorded existence of the nation extends over some-
thing more than two-thousand five hundred years, during which time its
intercourse with foreign nations has been exceedingly limited.” Then in
1853, the United States “opened” Japan to the world, “kindly” advising it
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to open its ports to foreign intercourse. From that moment, It6 explained,
the Japanese people began to appreciate their own backwardness: they
were centuries behind the West. Eager to reach “the highest stage of civi-
lization” they began reforms based on European and American models.
Having found in America “a people who would encourage and assist us in
every way possible,” It6 was confident that Japan was now on a trajectory
to “the front rank of advanced and civilized nations.” Japan would soon
“stand among the first nations in its civilization and progress.”

Most of this is wrong. The United States had not “kindly” advised the
Tokugawa to open their ports. Rather, it had sent a squadron of state-of-the-
art warships to the shogun’s capital and forced the regime to sign unpop-
ular treaties. That humiliation was the beginning of the end of Tokugawa
rule, which collapsed fifteen years later. The 1800s were the heyday of impe-
rialism, and compared to British and French actions in China, US policy
toward Japan was peaceful and restrained. But there was no mistaking the
threat of force behind US actions. Commodore Matthew Perry, the com-
mander of the 1853 mission, was fully prepared to seize outlying Japanese
territories in order to compel the shogunate to accept US demands. It5, like
many young men of his day, had railed against the shogunate for defiling
the “land of the gods” by signing unequal treaties with Western powers.
Those compacts allowed for foreign settlements in Japan, so-called treaty
ports, and placed foreigners under the jurisdiction of their own consular
courts. In 1861, It6 himself was so outraged by these humiliations that he
helped set fire to the British legation in Edo. The following year, however,
he was persuaded to study in England, where he became convinced that
Japan had much to learn from the West. When he returned to his home-
land in 1864, he sought to convince his friends that xenophobic violence
was not in Japan’s best interests. By the time he spoke in DC in 1872, [td’s
respect for American institutions was genuine, but he wisely chose not
to describe his path from xenophobia to xenophilia. It was best not to tell
a group of Americans that a decade earlier he had vilified their civiliza-
tion as barbarous, and It6 eliminated the story of how American gunboat
diplomacy had once driven him to arson. Instead, he praised the nation for
awakening a slumbering Japan to the glories of Western civilization.

[td’s revision of earlier Japanese history was still more skewed and
selective. Japan had not been closed to the outside world before 1853.
Rather, the long arc of Japanese history is characterized by waves of
intense international engagement. The Meiji Restoration was not Japan's
first encounter with the outside world, just the most recent. For millennia,
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the Japanese people had not only interacted with the rest of the world,
but they had also transformed their state and society in order to adapt to
that world. Flattering his American audience, It6 chose to describe Japan’s
modern encounter with the West as unique and unprecedented. In fact,
Meiji-era cultural borrowing had ample precedent. In the 600s and 70o0s,
for example, Japan was deeply connected to the rest of East Asia and bor-
rowed heavily from Chinese and continental culture. Japanese officials,
scholars, and monks traveled to China and Korea to learn advanced polit-
ical, social, and material technologies. The nascent imperial court also
employed numerous foreign advisors, many of whom were immigrants or
refugees or from the Korean peninsula. In that way, the 700s resembled
the late 1800s: Japanese leaders embraced foreign ideas and advisors to
show that they had caught up to the great powers of the day. Like the Meiji
state, the ancient Japanese imperial state was eager to display its accom-
plishment. In the eighth century, the court built a massive temple, Todaiji
in Nara, and invited representatives from as far away as India to partic-
ipate in the consecration of a 250-ton bronze Buddha statue. This was
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the eighth-century equivalent of hosting the Olympics Games: a costly but
peaceful way of displaying power and technological prowess. This earlier
example of international engagement served as a powerful precedent for
Meiji-era cultural borrowing.

From a Japanese perspective, the United States and Europe in the
nineteenth century were like the Chinese Tang dynasty in the seventh and
eighth centuries: powerful foreign empires worthy of both fear and emula-
tion. In both cases, there was no avoiding these expansive foreign regimes.
The Japanese state would need to master and redeploy their social, politi-
cal, and material technologies in order to establish its own legitimacy and
defend its territory. But Ito wisely chose not to explain ancient Japan’s cul-
tural debt to Tang China. Better to simply indulge his American hosts by
extolling the virtues of Western civilization.

It6 also glossed over a second wave of global engagement, from the
1400s to the early 1600s, when Japanese pirates and traders roamed across
East Asia. There were Japanese expatriate communities as far away as
Siam, and official Japanese envoys reached the Vatican. Far from being iso-
lated, Japan was part of an emerging global economy: silver from Japanese
mines entered an integrated market, with prices moving in sync around
the world. In that context, Japan's most powerful warlord, Toyotomi
Hideyoshi, sought to establish a great empire: in 1592 he led an invasion
of Korea as part of a plan to topple the Chinese Ming dynasty. Hideyoshi's
invasion ended in defeat, and the Tokugawa chose not to repeat his mis-
take of starting a major war on the continent. They did, however, push back
against other empires. In 1628, for example, when the Dutch attempted to
limit Japanese trade with Taiwan, an angry Japanese ship captain took the
Dutch colonial governor hostage and brought him back to Nagasaki. Such
stories inspired men like It6 as they struggled with Western imperialism
250 years later. But Ito wisely omitted this aspect of Japanese history as
well. It was best not to suggest to an American audience that Western
imperialism had revived Japanese territorial ambitions.

[td’s account of the Meiji Restoration, so shrewd and flattering in the
1870s, continues to shape writing about Japan to this day. The idea that
the United States “opened” Japan is a compelling fiction, but bad history.
It creates a false contrast between “traditional Japan” and the “modern
Western world.”> Making sense of the Meiji Restoration requires moving
beyond that contrast, paying attention instead to the continuities between
the long arc of Japanese history and the modern state. The Restoration was
not only about emulating Western practices but also about restoring and



Introduction 5

reviving older Japanese institutions. It was not a clash between “modern”
and “traditional” or between “Western” and “Japanese” but a struggle to
transcend those dichotomies and to create new institutions and practices
that could simultaneously evoke both Japanese uniqueness and Western
progress. The Meiji Restoration was a revolution, but its bold innovations
were grounded in precedents from the ancient imperial state. The leaders
of the Restoration deliberately ransacked the Japanese past in their search
for the Japanese future.

In many places this combination of the ancient and modern was overt
and explicit. Consider, for example, the creation of the modern Japanese
military, a cornerstone of the Meiji state. In its radical reform of the mili-
tary, the Meiji government smashed one tradition while restoring another.
The creation of the Meiji army and navy was an explicit rejection of
Tokugawa social and political traditions. Since the late 1500s, Japanese rul-
ers had separated warriors from commoners; commoners were effectively
disarmed, while samurai were distinguished by their right to carry two
swords. In 1872, however, the Meiji state attacked samurai tradition, even
though most government leaders were themselves samurai. Hereditary
warriors were no longer needed. Instead, Japan’s new military would com-
prise Japanese subjects from all classes. Commoners would be trained to
fight for their country, and samurai would need to adapt to this new reality.
In the edict that announced conscription, the government loudly declared
its defiance of tradition: “the samurai are not the samurai of former days
and the commoners are not the commoners of former days.” They were
now all equal in their “rights” and “duties” to the state. Inspired by the
military success of Western conscript armies, the Japanese government
dissolved its own warrior elite. The Meiji government openly declared that
it would copy the best practices of Western militaries. Since Western coun-
tries had been studying military organization for centuries, Japan could
learn from their efforts. Conscription was thus a modernizing Western-
style reform.

At the same time, however, Meiji leaders described the conscription
system as a return to ancient ways. In the ancient past, they declared, all
strong young men had offered military service to the state in times of crisis
and then returned to their fields when the enemy was defeated. In the gov-
ernment’s account, the Japanese emperor had served as the direct com-
mander of this ancient national army. The rise of a hereditary warrior elite,
the samurai, came only centuries later, with the decline of imperial power.
The traditions of the samurai class were thus relatively recent innovations
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that had replaced the older tradition of a Japanese national army. Thus, in
attacking the “traditions” of the samurai, the Meiji government claimed
that it was actually returning to ancient ways. It was abolishing one tradi-
tion in the name of another. The Westernizing, modern innovation of a
conscript army was also a return to the ancient Japanese past.

The Meiji government’s depiction of ancient conscription was impos-
sibly rosy, as factually challenged as It6’s speech in Washington, DC. The
ancient state did, in fact, draw conscripts from across the land, but ancient
commoners viewed the draft as forced labor rather than as loyal service.
They were unruly and unreliable troops, prone to desertion. But those facts
did not trouble Meiji leaders. Instead they insisted that modern Western
reforms were a necessary means to reviving ancient imperial practices.
After a millennium of neglect, the glories of the ancient state would be
restored with the help of Western models.

Such combinations of the ancient and modern were a defining feature
of the Meiji Restoration, but they did not arise in a vacuum. They were part
of the Meiji state’s strategy for integration into nineteenth-century world
politics. The Meiji Restoration occurred amid a global political transfor-
mation: the rise of nationalism and nation-states. The world’s great multi-
ethnic empires—Ottoman, Qing, Romanov, and Hapsburg—were on the
decline, besieged from within and without.? They were challenged by a new
type of polity, the nation-state. Unlike the declining empires, nation-states
asserted an essential cultural identity between ruler and ruled. However
much, for example, Frenchmen might differ from one another, they were,
in theory if not in practice, bound together by common ties of culture, lan-
guage, religion, and tradition. French rulers, be they emperors, presidents,
or prime ministers, ruled over the French but they were also Frenchmen
themselves, sharing a common history and heritage. Such rhetoric proved
toxic to multi-ethnic empires: how could a German-speaking Hapsburg
monarch claim authority over Italy? How could an ethnically Manchu
Qing emperor be the sovereign of China?

Nation-states established a distinctive form of empire. Older empires
were commonly stitched together by dynastic alliances, often the intermar-
riage of elite households. But nineteenth-century empires were increas-
ingly based on a hierarchical vision of civilization. Some superior national
cultures, primarily in Europe, were deemed capable of forming nation-
states. Much of the rest of the world, however, was seen as temporarily
or permanently incapable of self-governance.* India and China, for exam-
ple, were commonly described as the atrophied or somnolent remnants of
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great ancient civilizations. Perhaps these cultures could be “awakened,”
but in the interim, neither was civilized or advanced enough to form a
nation-state and thus could be legitimately subjugated. Like minor child-
ren, flawed civilizations required guidance from Europe.’ Even the venera-
ble humanitarian Albert Schweitzer described Africans as eternal children
needing adult supervision.® Seen from Japan, this new international order
was both terrifying and exhilarating. Clearly, if Japan failed to establish
itself as a “civilized” sovereign power it might fall under foreign control.
A Japanese nation-state was thus essential as a defense against foreign
predation. But the volatility of the nineteenth-century world order was also
enthralling. The speed with which new empires were devouring the old
suggested new avenues for Japanese political ambition. A Japanese nation-
state could soon become the metropole of a new Japanese empire.

For nineteenth-century Japanese observers, the power of the nation-
state was most obvious in military affairs. The British, French, and
Americans could give their commoners state-of-the-art weapons and send
them around the world to fight for the homeland. The Tokugawa state, by
contrast, had kept weapons away from commoners lest they use them to
attack the state. In the late Tokugawa and Meiji periods, Japanese leaders
struggled to understand how Japanese commoners could be mobilized to
support the state. How could Japanese culture be invoked to instill respect
for the state and the obedience of its people? In short, how could Japanese
commoners be transformed into Japanese nationals, loyal and willing ser-
vants of their sovereign? How could the Japanese polity be turned into
a Japanese nation-state? In this way, narrowly conceived questions of
national defense came to encompass broad questions of culture, politics,
and society.’

When Meiji leaders sought to build a nation-state they emulated what
they understood as Western best practice. They created Japanese analogues
to the rituals and institutions that were associated with powerful Western
nation-states. Creating these analogues required a double move: the insti-
tutions of the Japanese nation-state needed to resemble Western models,
but they also needed to be distinctly Japanese. Meiji leaders could not just
copy, for example, the national institutions of Great Britain. Rather, they
needed to make new institutions that were Japanese parallels. Consider,
for example, the creation of the Japanese national anthem, “Kimigayo,” in
1870. In the 1800s, Western nation-states began using national anthems
to cultivate a sense of national unity. Having soldiers (or students, or sub-
jects) declare in unison their loyalty to state and sovereign, praising the
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glories of the homeland, was a powerful evocation of common purpose.
The very act of singing together instilled the sense of unity the national
anthem was designed to celebrate. Thus, such rituals both created and
extolled national unity.

Tokugawa Japan had no such rituals, but Meiji leaders quickly under-
stood that a Japanese nation-state needed a national anthem. The first
attempt at a Japanese national anthem was largely a copy of European
models: it was written for a Western-style military band and played on
Western musical instruments. But in order for “Kimigayo” to func-
tion as a Japanese national anthem, it needed to be distinctly Japanese,
not just an adaption of a Western form.® The lyrics to the new anthem
therefore used distinctive imagery drawn from Japanese verse, primar-
ily the Kokinshii, a tenth-century imperial poetry anthology. “Kimigayo”
expresses the hope that the emperor will reign long enough for small
stones to grow into boulders covered in moss.? As later nationalists were
proud to observe, this image of rocks growing larger with time, rather
than shrinking from erosion, is the opposite of a Western sensibility.
In this way, “Kimigayo” is not an imitation of the West but a defiant
statement of a Japanese vision of nature. This combination of Western-
inspired music with ancient Japanese poetic imagery signified the dou-
ble move of Meiji radical reform: “Kimigayo” was both a modern copy
of “God Save the King” and a declaration of an ancient and distinctive
Japanese sensibility.”® It was modern and Western, but also ancient and
Japanese.

When described with adjectives such as “Western” and “Japanese,”
these combinations can seem like ungainly hybrids. The very words
“Western” and “Japanese” suggest a choice between distinct and irrec-
oncilable options. But late Tokugawa and Meiji leaders were strikingly
untroubled by such concerns. Instead they employed a language in which
radical hybridity was both laudable and unremarkable. Western prac-
tices worthy of emulation were described as “enlightened” (kaika), “civi-
lized” (bunmei), “universal” (udai), or “international” (bankoku) rather
than uniquely Western. By contrast, local practices needing reform were
described as “conventional and routine” (injun) or corrupt (roshii), rather
than distinctly Japanese. Radical reformers of the late Tokugawa and early
Meiji era routinely wrote that Japan should “rank with the nations of the
world” (bankoku ni heiritsu). The term “heiritsu,” literally “to stand side
by side,” implied both equality and distinctiveness; the goal was to make
Japan equal to, but still different from, the great powers.
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Many histories of Japan describe these processes in terms of “mod-
ernization” or “modernity.” But those terms inherently efface continuities
with the ancient past."! A major aspect of the Restoration was intense tech-
nological borrowing, but that was common to previous epochs as well. The
concept of global isomorphism helps to situate the Restoration in that lon-
ger historical context: polities become more like each other during periods
of intense interaction, whether through trade, war, or a combination. That
process is driven partly through the borrowing of best practices: polities
copy what seems to work best. Further, polities that fail, either in trade or
war, can be absorbed by their rivals. But some commonalities are based in
less tangible, utilitarian advantages. Often the cultural practices of domi-
nant polities are appealing simply because they are associated with mili-
tary or economic dominance. Thus, in the seventh century, the Japanese
political elite adopted the garb of the Tang dynasty court, but in the nine-
teenth century, British-style frock coats. Those uniforms conveyed no
practical advantage but worked instead as symbols, marking the Japanese
as civilized. In that sense, globalism is not especially modern. Rather, the
Japanese adoption of Tang-style court caps was “ancient global isomor-
phism,” while frock coats were “modern global isomorphism.”"*

A related but distinct question is how did the Japanese explain the
Restoration to themselves? How did they combine the seemingly con-
tradictory goals of glorifying the Japanese past while embracing radical,
Western-oriented change? Full of optimism and revolutionary ardor, Meiji
reformers saw themselves as revitalizing their Japanese heritage and cul-
ture rather diluting it through Westernization. What could possibly be
wrong with strengthening Japan by adapting “international” and “univer-
sal” best practices? How could the benefits of “civilization” possibly make
Japan less Japanese? Because terms such as “civilization” were culturally
and temporally non-specific, late Tokugawa and Meiji-era reformers could
combine their admiration for the ancient Japanese past with an eagerness
for radical change and foreign models. The revival of the ancient Japanese
custom was part of a rush toward a cosmopolitan future.

In order to describe the logic of Tokugawa and Meiji thought, this book
focuses on two critical tensions: radical nostalgia and cosmopolitan chau-
vinism. Radical nostalgia refers to the invocation of the distant past to
promote radical change in the present—for example, citing the ancient
conscript army to advance military reform eleven centuries later. Meiji
reformers used ancient precedents to justify revolutionary change within
a discourse of deference to authority: the elimination of the daimyo ruling
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class, for example, was explained not as the overthrow of a pampered and
feckless elite but as a return to ancient origins.” Radical nostalgia explains
how men like 1t6 could shift from xenophobia to xenophilia without a
sense of having recanted or abandoned their earlier views. Itd’s desire to
purge Japan of foreigners was based on a vision of ancient Japan that was
pure and unsullied by foreign influence. But, as cooler heads observed,
the ancient imperial state had graciously received foreign emissaries. Such
hospitality was a measure of its power, not its weakness. As early as the
1850s, 1t6’s own mentor, Yoshida Shoin, abruptly abandoned his calls to
“expel the barbarian” from Japan and instead sought to travel to the United
States and learn from Americans. In this way, It6 and many other Meiji
activists could embrace foreign ideas without any sense of betrayal or
transgression: they had merely refined their understanding of the glories
of ancient Japan.™

Radical nostalgia was not new to the Meiji era. On the contrary,
Tokugawa-era radical nostalgia paved the way for Meiji-era reforms.
Tokugawa-era reformers had advocated change under the guise of rev-
erence for the past, but they were constrained in their choice of histori-
cal precedent. Reformers who wanted to repair rather than replace the
Tokugawa regime could go back only as far as the early 1600s, the origins
of the Tokugawa shogunate, or to the late 1500s, the rise of the Tokugawa
warrior house. If they looked at pre-Tokugawa precedents, they would have
implicitly suggested that the Tokugawa regime itself could be replaced.
As a result, they were less bold than their Meiji counterparts, who could
look back more than ten centuries. But even within this narrower time
frame, Tokugawa-era reformers used the past to challenge the present.
They advocated the reform of hereditary privilege by looking back to the
late 1500s and early 1600s, when class distinctions were more fluid. In
foreign affairs, they criticized isolationist policies by noting that the early
Tokugawa shoguns had allowed Japanese traders to travel across East Asia.
Such arguments appeared in a diverse range of Tokugawa-era writings,
including the works of Ogyt Sorai, Hayashi Shihei, and Hirata Atsutane.
These men agreed on little except that the Tokugawa regime should be rein-
vigorated and legitimized by returning to its earlier principles. Tokugawa-
era radical nostalgia could not save the regime, but it paved the way for
Meiji-era discourse.

Cosmopolitan chauvinism refers to the strategy of integrating Japanese
cultural distinctiveness with cross-cultural norms.” Much as radical nos-
talgia made the past compatible with the future, cosmopolitan chauvinism
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made foreign ideas compatible with local practice. Cosmopolitan chau-
vinism posited that certain great universal truths had been discovered
outside Japan. Although discovered abroad, these ideas were universally
applicable and would therefore enhance rather than degrade Japanese
culture. This approach transcended the potential opposition of “Japanese”
and “foreign.” Instead, within the discourse of cosmopolitan chauvinism,
Japan’s full military, economic, political, and even cultural potential could
be realized only by looking outside Japan. Cosmopolitan chauvinism thus
made cross-cultural borrowing compatible with local pride.

Cosmopolitan chauvinism figured prominently in the Japanese study
of modern European political institutions. As early as 1862, Katé Hiroyuki
argued that Japan should adopt the Western principle of separation of pow-
ers. Examining the various polities of the world, Kato had concluded that
“weaker” governments could actually produce stronger nations because
autocracies enervated their own people. For Kato, this was “an inevitable
trend of the times.” Around the world, nascent constitutional monarchies
and republics were replacing old empires. Prussia, for example, was grow-
ing at the expense of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. The choice, for Kato,
was thus between good government and bad government, not between
East and West. China, Russia, Austria, and Turkey were all failing because
they would not adopt constitutions. Japan should instead emulate Prussia,
adopting a modern constitutional monarchy.’

As with radical nostalgia, Meiji-era discourse built on Tokugawa prec-
edents. Early modern thinkers had long invoked the strategy of treating
Western ideas as universal rather than foreign. Saté6 Nobubhiro, for exam-
ple, insisted that Western astronomy was more compatible with Japanese
culture than with that of Europe. In 1825, he published a detailed summary
of European astronomical thought, complete with seven planets in ellipti-
cal orbits around the sun. He then showed how this model was fully com-
patible with ancient Japanese mythology: the centrality of the sun goddess
Amaterasu in Japanese culture, for example, corresponded to the centrality
of the sun in heliocentric theory. In Europe, however, modern astronomy
collided with religious notions of geocentrism. Because discussions of the
Bible were illegal in Tokugawa Japan, Saté wrote with great caution, but
his intent is clear. Modern Western astronomy actually disproves the Bible
but confirms the truth of the Kojiki, Japan’s ancient chronicle.”

Japanese thinkers had also applied cosmopolitan chauvinism to
Chinese and Indian thought, treating Confucianism and Buddhism as uni-
versal truths rather than foreign ideas. In Buddhism, religious theorists
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matched Shinto deities to incarnations of the Buddha, arguing that the
Japanese gods were local manifestations of various forms of Buddhist
truth. Instead of positing a conflict between a “foreign” religion and local
tradition, Japanese religious practitioners created a symbiosis. A famous
Buddhist-Shinto pairing was that of Vairocana, the most abstract and uni-
versal manifestation of the Buddha, with Amaterasu. That association
meant that the largest temple and Buddha image in Japan, Todaiji and its
huge bronze statue of Vairocana, were also venerations of Amaterasu.”® In
the Tokugawa era, nativist philosophers began to push back against this
syncretism, insisting that Buddhism was corrupting a pure Japanese tra-
dition. But that hostility toward Buddhism did not diminish the broader
impact of cosmopolitan chauvinism: foreign ideas could be localized and
made essential to Japanese culture.

Japanese thinkers also claimed Confucian thought as their own cul-
tural heritage. In the 1600s, for example, the philosopher Yamazaki
Ansai insisted that Japan could claim Confucian thought as its own. In
an oft-cited exchange, Yamazaki was asked what he would do if Chinese
forces attacked Japan, led in person by Confucius and Mencius. Yamazaki
responded that he would capture Confucius and Mencius alive and have
them serve Japan: “That is what Confucius and Mencius would teach us
to do.”® Yamazaki thus treated these men as universal sages, great phi-
losophers who were incidentally born in China, rather than Chinese
philosophers. Because of their universality, they could be made to serve
Japan. Thus, for Yamazaki, Japanese cultural pride was fully compatible
with a reverence for Confucius and Mencius. Meiji thinkers took a parallel
approach to Western thought, separating powerful ideas from their geo-
graphic origins: intriguing European ideas were just universal truths that
happened to be discovered first in Europe.?

Because cosmopolitan chauvinism encompassed both Chinese and
European ideas, it helped produce the vibrant eclecticism of early Meiji
thought. Rather than contrast “Eastern” and “Western” thought, many
nineteenth-century thinkers freely combined both traditions, bringing
together complementary universal truths. Kurimoto Joun, for example,
embraced both Confucian idealism and Western legal thought. While
serving as the Tokugawa shogun’s ambassador to France, Kurimoto
became convinced of the value of Western jurisprudence, but he recon-
ciled this with his earlier education in the Confucian classics. It was true,
he wrote, that in a society governed by Confucian sages, detailed writ-
ten law would be unnecessary. The problem was that such sages were in
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short supply. Thus, in reality, judges were often ordinary men, full of bias
and moral weakness. The solution to this quandary was to introduce an
explicit and exacting legal code, such as the Napoleonic Code. The encyclo-
pedic detail of the Napoleonic Code was therefore a brilliant supplement
to Confucian thought, since it addressed how ordinary men, rather than
sages, might adjudicate legal disputes.”! Astute and intellectually omniv-
orous, Kurimoto served the shogunate but also thrived after its demise.
In the Meiji period, he became editor of a major newspaper (Yiihin Hochi
Shinbun), and his cosmopolitan chauvinism shaped public discourse on
politics, society, and culture.

These forces of cosmopolitan chauvinism and radical nostalgia explain
a central tension of the Meiji Restoration. In their cosmopolitan chauvin-
ism, reformers embraced Western ideas in defense of local distinctiveness.
In their radical nostalgia, they pushed Japan into the future while extol-
ling the glories of the past. Since Meiji radical nostalgia looked backed to
ancient Japan, explaining the Restoration requires examining the ancient
past. Chapter 1 surveys Japanese history from the 7o0s to the 1700s, focus-
ing on the precedents for state-building invoked in the 18o0s. Faced with
the challenge of European imperialism, late Tokugawa and Meiji reform-
ers looked back to earlier eras of Japanese globalization. How had Japan
defended and legitimized itself in the ancient and medieval periods? How
had the state mobilized people and resources for war? Many Tokugawa-
era reformers looked to the early 1600s for precedents. That was the apex
of Tokugawa power and overseas engagement, and reformers urged later
shoguns to restore the policies of the early years of the dynasty. Meiji
reformers, by contrast, looked beyond the Tokugawa era, going further
back to the Nara and Heian periods, the zenith of imperial state power.

Chapter 2 describes reform efforts from the 1700s until the crisis of
imperialism in the 1840s. For Meiji reformers, the Tokugawa regime was
a failure because it could not defend Japan against imperialism. By other
metrics, however, the Tokugawa shogunate was a remarkable success: it
kept Japan at peace, both foreign and domestic, for more than two centu-
ries. Beginning in the 1600s, the Tokugawa regime carefully avoided any
overseas engagements that might lead to diplomatic or military disgrace.
With no external threats, the government saw little need to maintain a
robust military or to extend the powers of the central state. This chapter
explores how perceived Tokugawa weakness in the 18cos was largely a
consequence of Tokugawa successes in the 1700s; in the absence of inter-
state conflict, the regime had no need to prepare for war.
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Chapter 3 discusses the rise of radical imperial loyalism and the
overthrow of the shogunate in 1868. The rebels who fought against the
Tokugawa in 1868 insisted that they were attacking a traitorous regime,
an enemy of the Japanese imperial house. Yet, both Tokugawa reform-
ers and imperial loyalists were motivated by similar concerns. As a result,
shogunal reforms in many ways presaged Meiji reforms. Activists on both
sides embraced cosmopolitan chauvinism, adopting Western practices
and technologies in order to strengthen Japan. Employing radical nostal-
gia, they wrapped their bold visions of the future in reverence for the past.
Because of these commonalities, imperial loyalists quickly pardoned and
employed many Tokugawa officials.

Chapter 4 explores the early years of the Meiji Restoration, from 1868
to 1871, and the dissolution of daimyo domains. Although imperial loyal-
ists had toppled the shogunate, they moved cautiously against the daimyo,
Japan’s regional lords. Indeed, rather than eliminate the daimyo, the new
government attempted to rule through them, even creating new daimyo
territories and convening daimyo councils. The Meiji state’s deference to
daimyo domains had the unexpected consequence of speeding their col-
lapse. Many astute daimyo recognized that the goal of an internationally
recognized Japanese nation-state could not be achieved through hundreds
of regional reform movements. Rather than defend their traditional privi-
leges, many daimyo invoked radical nostalgia and advocated a return to
the central power of the ancient imperial state. Rewarded for their coop-
eration with lavish pensions, the elite stratum of the samurai estate quietly
disappeared from political life.

Chapter 5 examines a period of radical reform and intense discord,
1871 to 1873. The government was united by cosmopolitan chauvinism
and radical nostalgia but divided by the question of which nations to
emulate. Members of the new government shared a common goal: to cre-
ate a powerful Japanese nation-state based on both the ancient Japanese
monarchy and modern Western models. But within that ambit of agree-
ment, the government confronted divisive practical questions. How had
the great Western powers become so strong? Was it superior technology?
Better education? Greater freedom? Greater loyalty? And which Western
models should Japan adopt? Should they look to French, Prussian,
British, or American models? And what made Western nation-states so
powerful? Was it the power of the state? Or did national power originate
with the people and their devotion to their state? In 1873, these fierce
disagreements tore the government apart. Several major leaders of the



Introduction 15

Restoration quit in protest, setting the stage for violent rebellions in sub-
sequent years.

Chapter 6 focuses on the new government’s consolidation of politi-
cal power and the emergence of a new political opposition between 1874
and 1881. Both the modern Japanese bureaucracy and modern popular
opposition movements can be traced to the crisis of 1873. After a period
of revolutionary fervor, the government shifted to more cautious and sys-
tematic reform. The goal was still “to stand with the nations of the world,”
but this was now understood as a generation-long process. In the place of
revolutionary ardor, charisma, and courage, the government increasingly
valued administrative competence, such as the ability to keep a ministry
on budget. Increasingly structured and focused, this post-crisis admin-
istration established the basic functions and organizational form of the
modern Japanese bureaucracy. Meanwhile, the opposition articulated
alternative visions of the Japanese future. They extolled Japanese martial
valor and criticized the government for its cowardice. They also accused
the government of autocracy. The regime was failing, they argued, either
to inspire the “people” or to follow the popular will. But the opposition
did not agree on a single definition of the “people.” Conceived narrowly,
the “people” only included disgruntled samurai, but considered broadly, it
encompassed millions of farmers and merchants. Both capacious and cha-
otic, this opposition movement transcended such standard distinctions as
“progressive” and “conservative.” Working within the discourse of cosmo-
politan chauvinism, the opposition invoked samurai valor as an emblem
of national pride but also cited Western theories of natural rights. In pur-
suing their goals, members of the opposition embraced both violent insur-
rection and peaceful petitions. The early Meiji opposition demonstrated
the appeal of both a belligerent foreign policy and demands for a more
inclusive political system. It is thus the antecedent of both popular support
for Japan’s militarism and modern mass movements for democracy.

By the1880s, Japan was a stable nation-state, nota revolutionary regime.
Its leaders no longer imagined that they could transform Japan overnight
into a world power. When It6 spoke in Washington, DC, in 1872, for exam-
ple, he still hoped that charm and good intentions might convince the
United States to renegotiate the unequal treaties. By the 1880s, he under-
stood that such negotiations would take decades of legal and constitutional
reform. Katdé Hiroyuki, who introduced Western political thought to Japan
in the 1860s, looked back on his early writings with dismay. Who, he won-
dered, was that dangerous young radical? After Katd became president of
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Tokyo Imperial University, he banned reprinting of his early work. Kato
and It6 were representative of a new patience and caution. Instead of pas-
sion and courage, the Japanese leadership instead esteemed planning and
consistency. That conservative turn can be understood as the maturation
of the modern Japanese state. For this book, however, it marked the end of
an era of revolutionary potential and change.*

The central theme of the book is thus that the Meiji Restoration needs
to be considered, simultaneously, in three different contexts. First, and
most obvious, is the local diachronic context. Japan in the 1860s and 18770s
was shaped by policies and practices of preceding decades. Many of the
boldest reforms of the Meiji state, for example, can be understood as
radical variants of Tokugawa-era reform initiatives. At the same time, the
Restoration was shaped globally and synchronically. As Japan grew more
embedded in world politics, the impact of decisions made in London,
Paris, Washington, and St. Petersburg increased accordingly. Japanese
leaders were active in this process, seeking to legitimize the Japanese
state in a new international order. The Meiji Restoration was thus part the
“long nineteenth century,” with the decline of old empires and the rise
of powerful new states. Finally, the Restoration needs to be understood
asynchronically: shaped by the distant past. Many passionate imperial loy-
alists hoped for the return of a mythical age in which emperors and their
subjects were united by an effortless spiritual immediacy, sanctified by
religious rites. They dreamed of a pure Japanese civilization, unspoiled by
Chinese and Western influence. They were crushingly disappointed. Meiji
leaders looked to a different aspect of the ancient past. Ancient imperial
rule was relevant for how it responded to Sui and Tang China, coopting
and adapting foreign ideas to build a powerful new Japanese state. Ancient
imperial policies, such as the creation of national taxation and a national
army, gave Meiji leaders ancient precedents for modernizing reforms. In
the context of modern globalization, the process of ancient globalization
felt immediate and vital.?*
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An Almost Perpetual Peace

THE REVOLUTIONARIES WHO toppled the Tokugawa shogunate dispar-
aged it as feeble and backward. They faulted it for abetting social and eco-
nomic stagnation and impeding advances in critical military technologies.
The shogunate had failed to defend Japan against a foreign threat and
thereby undermined Japan’s rightful status as a world power. Those Meiji-
era accusations reflect the challenges of the nineteenth century, primarily
the threat of Western imperialism. By that criterion, the Tokugawa was
indeed a failure: it was never able to mobilize Japan’s people or resources
in a unified and effective response to foreign aggression.

By other criteria, however, the Tokugawa regime looks quite different.
The Tokugawa state system kept Japan at peace, both foreign and domes-
tic, for over two centuries. That long peace witnessed a flourishing of
Japanese culture. A surge in literacy and a thriving publishing industry fed
growing demand for everything from pulp fiction to classical poetry. The
Tokugawa capital of Edo, today known Tokyo, emerged as one of the larg-
est and most vibrant cities in the world, with a full range of intellectual,
aesthetic, and carnal diversions. A new consumer culture, complete with
ephemeral trends in clothing and hairstyle, started in cities and slowly
spread to the countryside, where new technologies, such as better farm
tools and new crops, raised living standards. Many domestic critics viewed
these changes as decadent, but, prior to the crisis of imperialism, few saw
the Tokugawa regime as fragile.

The Tokugawa regime fell not because it was “weak” but because it
could not adapt to an increasingly violent international environment.
For centuries, the Tokugawa shoguns had assiduously avoided foreign
entanglements, maintaining limited but peaceful relations with China
and Korea and strictly limiting contact with other polities. That long Pax
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Tokugawa had obviated the need for a powerful national military: there
was no one to fight. Without a national army, the shoguns lacked a key
incentive to establish national institutions, such as national taxation. Why
would the Tokugawa risk sparking domestic discontent by collecting taxes
for a national army it did not need? In other parts of Eurasia, fierce inter-
state rivalries drove rulers to seek ever-expanding control over their peo-
ple. From Western Europe to Southeast Asia, monarchs demanded more
power in order to defeat rival kingdoms. Warfare was expensive, and as
kings sought more income from their subjects they became increasingly
concerned with quotidian aspects of their subjects’ lives: where did com-
moners live, what did they do, how much did they produce, and how much
tax could they pay? In preparation for war, rulers counted, taxed, drafted,
trained, and indoctrinated their people with increasing intensity. War-
making was thus central to state-building, or, in the words of sociologist
Charles Tilly, “war made the state and the state made war.”

Beginning in the 1600s, the Tokugawa took a different approach.
Having made peace with China and Korea, they chose stability over con-
flict, claiming only enough power to maintain the status quo. Domestically,
they were content with indirect rule. Rather than crush regional warlords,
they sought instead to guarantee their submission and compliance. In for-
eign policy, the Tokugawa sought to avoid open conflict. This strategy was
ideally suited to its contemporaneous international environment: neither
China nor Korea were eager to refight the disastrous wars of the 1590s.
Instead, Japan and the major powers of Northeast Asia engaged in a highly
attenuated but peaceful web of relations. When that international environ-
ment changed, however, the Tokugawa regime began to seem fragile and
malformed. The spread of Western imperialism to Northeast Asia meant
that war-making was again essential to statecraft. The Tokugawa regime’s
carefully considered policies began to appear feckless and outdated. The
regime was not so much weak as endangered by a changed ecosystem.

Making sense of the fall of the Tokugawa thus requires examining its
broader political environment. For nineteenth-century reformers, looking
at an environment shaped by Western imperialism, the Tokugawa regime
offered only negative precedents: it had failed to prepare for a violent and
competitive interstate order. Meiji reformers, in their search for a usable
past, looked beyond the Tokugawa regime, to previous eras of globaliza-
tion, when Japanese leaders had faced similar challenges. How had Japan
responded to the first great Chinese empires, the Sui (581-618 cE) and
Tang China (618—907 cE)? How had it responded to Western imperial
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ambitions in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries? During both
of those eras, local leaders built powerful, centralized Japanese states in
the face of foreign threats and rivalries.

The long sweep of Japanese history can be understood in terms of three
great waves of globalization and global isomorphism.? The first wave of
Japanese globalization began in the sixth century, when Japan adapted to
the rise of Sui and Tang China, and lasted through the tenth century.? In
this first wave of globalization, direct contacts were limited to East Asia,
but precious objects reached Japan from as far away as Persia. The sec-
ond wave began in the fifteenth century and lasted into the seventeenth,
as Japan engaged with new global markets and empires. This globaliza-
tion involved the creation of world markets and direct personal contacts
between the peoples of Japan, Europe, and the New World. The third wave
began in the mid-18o0s and continues to the present.

Japan’s first era of globalization triggered the creation of the ancient
Japanese imperial state. In the 600s, as in the 1800s, Japanese leaders
sought to defend Japan against encroaching empires, and that required
both emulating foreign best practices and legitimizing Japan in a broader
international discourse. In the Meiji era, the foreign threat was Western
imperialism, but in the ancient period, it was the Chinese empire. The
Sui and then the Tang dynasties created massive empires, stretching from
parts of modern Vietnam in the southeast to modern Turkmenistan in the
west and Manchuria in the northeast. The Tang tributary system covered
a still wider sphere, including the Korean peninsula and much of Central
and Southeast Asia. Under that system, local “kings” were described as
the servants of the Tang emperor, a singular monarch, invested by the will
of heaven.

As in the 1800s, ancient Japanese leaders felt threatened by this foreign
empire, and they were especially alarmed by events on the Korean penin-
sula. In the 66o0s, the Tang intervened on behalf of the Korean kingdom of
Silla in a multi-sided civil war. Silla was then able to destroy its main rival
Paekche. Japanese troops had supported Paekche and were humiliated in
battle by the joint forces of Tang and Silla. After that debacle, it seemed the
Tang and its allies might move against Japan.*

As in the 1800s, it was unclear what made this massive foreign empire
so powerful. Was it merely military technology? Or was it also the politi-
cal systems that allowed the mobilization and command of people and
resources? Or perhaps a still broader philosophical and religious system?
Unsure, Japanese reformers were expansive in their adoption of foreign
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practices. They undertook a massive centralization of the Japanese state,
based largely on Tang models. The Nara-Heian state attempted the first
nationwide population and land surveys in Japanese history. The imperial
state claimed control over all the arable land in Japan, overriding the claims
of noble lineage groups (uji). From the late seventh century, in theory, all
farmland was redistributed every six years, with equal parcels for each type
of cultivator: male or female, free or indentured. Similarly, the entire popu-
lation of Japan was, in law if not in practice, redistricted into equally sized
villages, which paid taxes into a central treasury. Adult males owed both
military and labor service to the central state. A new central administra-
tion was created, and titles based on lineage were replaced with Tang-style
imperial offices. The Japanese sovereign was now, in theory if not in prac-
tice, served by ministers with portfolios rather than by chieftains. Since, in
Tang thought, legitimate monarchs disseminated Buddhist teachings, the
ancient Japanese state built a nationwide system of Buddhist temples and
promoted the study of Buddhist texts. To look “civilized,” ancient Japanese
officials adopted the Tang dress code. As in the 1800s, Japanese rulers
were willing to coopt their enemies’ ideas and technologies in defense of a
Japanese state. In these parallel instances of global isomorphism, coopta-
tion extended from rarified philosophical abstractions to mundane aspects
of daily life.

Even as they adapted Chinese institutions and technologies, ancient
Japanese rulers insisted on the unique glories of the Japanese state. The
name “Japan” itself reflects this combination of mimesis and chauvinism.
“Japan” comes from the Japanese “Nikon” (via the Chinese “Riben”) and
means “origin of the sun” or “land of the rising sun.” The term was first
used in the Goos and makes sense primarily as a description of Japan
relative to Sui and Tang China. Japan is the “land of the rising sun” only
when seen from lands to the west, namely, China. By describing Japan as
the land of the “rising” sun, and China as the land of the “setting” sun,
Japanese diplomats asserted their own cultural superiority, but at the same
time they hinted at the centrality of Chinese civilization. Notably, earlier
terms for Japan, such as “land of the eight islands” (Oyashima), referred to
local geography and made no reference to the continent. The word Nihon,
by contrast, is relational, establishing the Japan’s position as an eastern
outpost in a China-centered international order.

Japan’s first wave of globalization ended in the early tenth century. The
Japanese imperial court ceased embassies to China in the late 8oos, and
the Tang itself collapsed in 9o7. The collapse of the Tang tributary system
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did not halt non-state relations. On the contrary, cultural and economic
exchange between Japan and the continent continued unabated, with deep
and lasting consequences. Zen Buddhism, for example, was brought to
Japan by intrepid monks, who traveled to China for study in the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries. But interstate travel decreased and these exchanges
occurred outside formal structures of power.> Within Japan, after the noos,
the imperial court steadily lost power to its military officers. The shogun
emerged as an independent source of power rather than merely an impe-
rial officer. The first shogunal dynasty, the Minamoto, created new rituals
and institutions that shaped Japanese politics into the 1870s. Centuries
later, the Tokugawa shoguns not only employed Minamoto rituals, such as
vows of loyalty, but also claimed genealogical descent from Minamoto no
Yoritomo, the first shogun.

The first shogunate set many precedents for warrior rule, but it was
vastly less powerful than the Tokugawa regime. The second shogunal
dynasty, the Ashikaga, was still weaker. Indeed, from the 1300s until the
late 1500s, political power shifted from the capital to the countryside: nei-
ther the imperial court nor the shogunate could exert national control.
One nascent political force in these years was a new type of local ruler
called daimyo. These warlords based their legitimacy on their ability to
win battles against their rivals, to reward their followers, and to stop feud-
ing and turmoil within their territories. The daimyo of the Warring States
era (1467-1568) seized the authority necessary to rule their domains: they
issuedlegal codes, established courts, took population surveys, and directed
public works. They routinely acted without reference to higher authority,
either the imperial house or the beleaguered shoguns. Commoners also
developed increasingly sophisticated systems of self-government. Village
councils took charge of civil affairs and public safety, regulating matters
such as the lodging of travelers, the keeping of dogs, and the maintenance
of temples and shrines. To defend against banditry and plunder, they con-
structed moats and palisades. These sub-national institutions outlasted
the Tokugawa shogunate itself. In fact, it was daimyo armies that defeated
the Tokugawa in 1868. At the local level, village headmen and councils
remained in control while the Meiji government developed new institu-
tions of national control.

Powerful central authority reemerged only in the late 1500s. From
1568 to 1600, three successive warlords beat their rivals into submission
and reestablished institutions of national control. The new policies and
practices of those hegemons became the basis of Tokugawa rule. The first
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unifier, Oda Nobunaga, seized the capital city of Kyoto in 1568 and pro-
ceeded to conquer much of central Japan. Nobunaga initially styled himself
as a defender of the Ashikaga shogunate, and he claimed to be restoring the
shogun Ashikaga Yoshiaki to power. In 1573, however, Nobunaga expelled
Yoshiaki, destroying even the fagade of Ashikaga control. Nobunaga’s suc-
cessor, Toyotomi Hideyoshi, pushed further. Between 1582 and 1590, he
forced every daimyo in Japan to acknowledge his supremacy, building the
most powerful central government since the apex of the imperial state in
the 7oos.

Hideyoshi demanded vows of loyalty from all daimyo and crushed
those who contested his decrees. Daimyo sent family members as noble
hostages to live in Kyoto, Hideyoshi's capital, as a sign of their submission.
Hideyoshi ordered the daimyo to compile detailed land surveys (Iaiko
kenchi) and used them to increase, decrease, or move their investitures
according to his strategic vision. Compliance with the land survey edict
was often more nominal than real: daimyo patched together fragmentary
land records and presented them as comprehensive surveys. But no one
thought to challenge Hideyoshi's authority to demand the surveys or to
specify new national standards for weights and measures. Hideyoshi also
proclaimed a strict distinction between farmers and samurai, constraining
the social fluidity of the Warring States era, when he himself had risen
from commoner origins to rule Japan. Instead, Hideyoshi restricted mobil-
ity, ordering severe punishments for farmers who left their villages and let
land fall fallow. To secure commoner submission, Hideyoshi ordered the
collection of weapons, including swords, bows, spears, and firearms. This,
he declared, would lead to peace and happiness by ensuring that farm-
ers worked diligently in their fields rather than contesting tax collection.
Samurai were barred from changing masters without formal permission
and from living as merchants or farmers. This later became known as
a four-estate system of warriors, farmers, artisans, and merchants. After
seizing control over Japan’s major gold and silver mines, Hideyoshi issued
the first Japanese government coins since the goos, replacing imported
Chinese coins. He attacked independent religious institutions, forcing
powerful temples to acknowledge his superior authority. By the 1590s,
Hideyoshi had created the most powerful Japanese government in eight
centuries.®

Hideyoshi's quest for domestic for hegemony was linked to his interna-
tional ambitions. Like the ancient ritsu-ryé state, Hideyoshi was concerned
with military control of the Korean peninsula. Unlike the ancient imperial
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state, his approach was unmistakably aggressive. Hideyoshi sought to con-
quer Korea and to establish a massive international empire. That ambition
required complete domestic hegemony in order for Hideyoshi to marshal
Japanese human and material resources without fear of non-compliance
or dissent. As in ancient Japan, war-making inspired state-making.

Hideyoshi's imperial ambitions were part of a second wave of Japanese
globalization. That wave had begun in the 1400s, when Ming China’s
expanding economy and growing demand for silver promoted overseas
commerce. Trade surged after the discovery of large silver deposits in
western Japan in 1530s and the introduction of new smelting techniques.
Unlike Japan’s first wave of globalization in the Asuka-Nara-Heian period,
this second wave featured an integrated world economy. The founding of
Manila in 1571 connected the East Asian silver trade with New World sil-
ver, bringing Japan into an emerging world economy. By the early 1600s,
international trade was so extensive that the relative prices of gold and
silver converged in markets as distant as Japan, China, and France.” At the
peak of this trade cycle (1540-1640) Japanese silver exports were as high as
200 tons per year and accounted for as much as 30 percent of the world’s
silver production.? In addition to precious metals, Japan exported swords,
spears, fans, and room screens (byobu) and it imported coins, silk thread
and cloth, linen, spices, and medicines.’

These global flows of goods were enabled by a surge in human mobil-
ity: traders, smugglers, and pirates moved freely in and out of the Japanese
islands, creating large expatriate communities. Within Japan there were
Chinese and Korean settlements throughout the southwest and substantial
European trading posts in Hirado and Nagasaki.'® Japanese traders estab-
lished settlements across Southeast Asia, including Macao, Héi An (now
Vietnam), Ayutthaya (now Thailand), and Luzon (now the Philippines)."
As in the 1800s, Japanese rulers employed foreign advisors. Perhaps the
most famous is William Adams (also known as Miura Anjin, 1564-1620),
the English mariner who inspired James Clavell’s novel, Shogun. Adams
arrived in Japan in 1600 as a pilot for the Dutch and was befriended by
Tokugawa leyasu, the first Tokugawa shogun. Adams served leyasu as
shipbuilder, interpreter, and advisor, and he was granted official support
for trading missions to Tonkin and Ayutthaya. Chinese and Korean vassals
are less famous but were more numerous. The Chinese captain Zhang
Zhong (? -?) arrived in Hirado when his two ships drifted ashore. He was
recruited by a daimyo as a doctor and military advisor. His son received
a large investiture, as did his two grandsons.”? Zhu Shunhui (1600-82),
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a Confucian scholar and Ming loyalist, became an important advisor to
Mito domain, while another Ming refugee, Yinyuan (J., Ingen; 1592-1673),
introduced Obaku (Ch., Huangbo), a new sect of Zen, with the support of
the shogunate.® Many Koreans were brought to Japan as hostages during
Hideyoshi's invasion. Some escaped and roughly 7,500 were eventually
repatriated as part of peace negotiations, but others became hereditary
retainers in Japanese vassal bands.* A parallel process occurred abroad,
as Japanese expatriates entered the service of foreign rulers. Yamada
Nagamasa (15907-1630), leader of the Japanese community in Ayutthaya,
was given an official title by King Songtham for his military service. After
Songtham’s death in 1628, Yamada led a large army of Siamese and
Japanese soldiers to secure the throne for Songtham’s son, Chetthathirat.

This global exchange contributed to the rapid dissemination of new
ideas and technologies. The most striking new ideology was Christianity,
introduced by Portuguese and Spanish missionaries in the 1540s. Several
prominent daimyo were intrigued by this doctrine and allowed the Jesuits
to establish churches, seminaries, orphanages, and hospitals. Hideyoshi
himself issued orders protecting the Jesuits from interference in their
proselytizing.” Some lords saw Christianity primarily as means of secur-
ing reliable access to gunpowder and firearms, but several daimyo were
sincere converts and promoted the conversion of their retainers and com-
moners. In 1582, three Christian daimyo sponsored an embassy to Rome,
sending representatives to the Vatican for an audience with Pope Gregory XIII.
By the early 1580s, the Jesuits counted nearly 150,000 Japanese Christians
and by the 1600s the total may have reached 700,000, roughly 5 percent of
the population.’® As in modern Japan, Christianity was disproportionately
influential among elites: Christian daimyo (in the 1500s) and Christian
prime ministers (in the 19o0os) were surprisingly common.

In technology, the most transformative innovation was the firearm.
The Ming had used firearms from at least the 1300s, and they were used
in the Japanese archipelago and Ryukyu from the 1400s.” But the wide-
spread use of guns in Japan did not begin until the introduction of match-
locks by the Portuguese in 1543. Japanese warriors were impressed by their
superior range and accuracy, and daimyo began promoting domestic pro-
duction. Japanese smiths were proficient enough that by the late 1500s
they were making guns in large numbers and developing new techniques
to improve accuracy. In battlefield reports from the early 1600s, gunshot
wounds outnumbered arrow wounds by four to one.” The adoption of fire-
arms promoted social mobility. A well-disciplined deployment of peasant
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musketeers could destroy an elite brigade of mounted archers, whose
skills reflected years of training and noble privilege.”” As in the Meiji per-
iod, globalization and military competition transformed the social order.

Despite an abundance of Western contacts, Japanese interstate politics
remained focused on China. Accordingly, Hideyoshi's dream of empire
was centered on the Ming. Historians still debate whether Hideyoshi
truly hoped to march into Beijing and take control of the Ming throne
or whether this bluster concealed more modest goals. At a minimum, he
wanted the Ming court to recognize him as an equal. These goals explic-
itly challenged the notion that the Chinese emperor was superior to other
sovereigns.? Ironically, even as Hideyoshi challenged the Ming, he repro-
duced the logic of the Chinese world order. He considered and rejected, for
example, a plan to conquer Luzon.?! In Hideyoshi's worldview, subjugating
the Spanish or the Dutch in East Asia would not have made him a great
monarch. Only by forcing recognition from China could he legitimize his
conquests. Thus, Japan’s second epoch of globalization reveals the “softer”
ontological aspect of global isomorphism: the power of ideas to shape poli-
tics, independent of military or economic force. The Ming did not com-
pel Hideyoshi to accept the notion of China as the center of civilization.
Rather, Hideyoshi unwittingly reproduced Sinocentrism when he insisted
on building his empire by going through, rather than around, Beijing.
Thus, even as he fought the Ming, Hideyoshi confirmed the centrality of
China in East Asian civilization.

Hideyoshi's dreams of empire ended in disaster. His armies invaded
Korea in 1592 and, after a series of swift victories, became bogged down
in a protracted struggle against Korean forces and their Ming allies. By
1598, a combination of Ming troops, a revitalized Korean navy, and Korean
guerillas had driven his troops back to a defensive perimeter in the south-
eastern corner of the peninsula. When Hideyoshi died later that year,
his generals decamped for home, many delighted to be free of his folly.
Hideyoshi's hubris undermined his domestic legacy. His heir, Hideyori,
was only five years old in 1598, and he needed the support and cooperation
of his father’s allies to succeed. In the wake of the Korean debacle, that
help was not forthcoming. Hideyoshi's governing council fractured and
Tokugawa leyasu, an erstwhile ally, emerged supreme, crushing a rival
coalition in 1600. In 1615 the Tokugawa killed Hideyori, Hideyoshi’s heir,
and eliminated the Toyotomi line.

Hideyoshi's Korean debacle was a powerful negative precedent for the
Tokugawa. The early Tokugawa shoguns extended Hideyoshi’s efforts to
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establish domestic hegemony, but they were leery of his international
aspirations. Imperial ambition, it seemed, was bad for dynastic longev-
ity. Instead, the Tokugawa steadily disengaged from the broader world.
Starting in the 1630s, they restricted the ability of Japanese to live and
travel overseas and limited the movement of foreigners in Japan. In the
1700s, they began to limit Japan’s international trade. The cliché that
Tokugawa Japan was a “closed country” is an exaggeration, but the late
1700s were a nadir for Japan’s global integration.

The Tokugawa state’s cautious and restrained approach to interstate
engagement produced a paradox. The Tokugawa shogunate was, nomi-
nally, a warrior government, but its great accomplishment was two centu-
ries of peace. This Pax Tokugawa was supported, if tacitly and indirectly, by
Japan’s major neighbors: China and Korea. Once the Tokugawa foreswore
imperial ambitions, those kingdoms were amenable to an enduring, if
frosty, peace. In that international climate, the Tokugawa’s neglect of a
powerful national army was frugal rather than cowardly. It was only in the
1800s, in the face of Western imperialism, that Tokugawa military weak-
ness became a threat to the dynasty’s legitimacy.

Pax Tokugawa and East Asian Diplomacy

Understanding the fall of the Tokugawa regime requires examining its
central paradox: the shogunate was a warrior government that for two
centuries deftly avoided war. The first three Tokugawa shoguns (leyasu,
Hidetada, and Iemitsu) built their government largely on domestic prec-
edents laid down by Hideyoshi. They inherited a uniquely powerful sys-
tem of rule and strengthened it still further. But Ieyasu and his successors
had little interest in foreign conquest. Rather than expend resources on an
overseas empire, they focused on consolidating their domestic hegemony
and they severed foreign contacts that seemed to threaten the regime. This
decrease in international contacts coincided with a slowing in state forma-
tion: after the mid-1600s, the Tokugawa ceased their drive to centralize
power. Without the threat of domestic or international conflict, Tokugawa
shoguns lost the drive to crush their domestic rivals. In the 1800s, when
the shogunate confronted Western imperialism, it became a victim of its
own success. The shogunate had so successfully adapted to peace that it
could no longer mobilize for war.

Central to the Pax Tokugawa was the restriction of Japanese contacts
with the outside world. By the 1700s few Japanese ever left the home
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islands. Like Hideyoshi, Ieyasu worried that Christianity could undermine
his regime, and he turned against the faith when two prominent Christian
daimyo were accused of bribery, forgery, and conspiracy. In 1614, Ieyasu
ordered the expulsion of all missionaries, declaring that Christianity was
leading his subjects to wickedness and subversion.?” Unlike Hideyoshi,
the Tokugawa shoguns systematically followed through on these prohibi-
tions. Converts were given the choice of apostasy or death, and the gov-
ernment actively searched for hidden Christian communities. When the
Spanish continued to proselytize, the shogun prohibited Japanese nation-
als from sailing to Manila and severed relations with Spain.?

The Tokugawa also chose to cut ties with Japanese traders and expatri-
ates. It viewed those groups more as a liability than an asset. Expatriate
communities were full of potential threats to Tokugawa hegemony: pirates,
Christians, and ronin (masterless samurai). The Japanese community in
Ayutthaya, for example, absorbed many refugees from the Tokugawa sup-
pression of Christianity.* To eliminate the danger posed by such elements,
the shogunate drastically curtailed foreign interactions. In 1635, the sho-
gunate issued orders to the Nagasaki magistrate barring Japanese ships
from leaving for “other countries” (ikoku) and prohibiting, upon pain of
death, the return of Japanese from abroad.” In practice, “other countries”
did not include the Japanese trading post in Pusan, the northern frontier
of Ezo, or the Ryukyu Islands, but the edict severely limited other foreign
contacts. The Tokugawa also limited the size of Japanese ships, effectively
banning oceangoing vessels.

A final round of suppression came after the Shimabara Uprising of
1637. That insurrection confirmed the shogunate’s worst fears: Japanese
Christians joined with ronin and disaffected peasants in a massive rebel-
lion, taking control of a castle in Shimabara, near Nagasaki. The shogu-
nate mobilized more than 100,000 soldiers to suppress the uprising,
even requesting support from the Dutch. After months of siege, shogunal
forces took the castle, massacred over 30,000 defenders, and then burned
the castle to the ground. Determined to crush missionary activity, the sho-
gunate barred the Portuguese from coming to Japan in 1639. Those who
violated the edict were executed.

The Tokugawa continued to tolerate non-missionary foreigners but
drastically curtailed their freedom of movement. By the late 1600s, the
Chinese were confined to a small Chinatown in Nagasaki and the Dutch
were restricted to a gated artificial island in Nagasaki harbor. Since the
English had abandoned their trading post for financial reasons, the
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Dutch became the only European power with a regular presence in Japan.
Remarkably, the end of Japanese overseas traders did not mean the end of
Japanese exports: Japan continued to provide much of the world’s silver
and copper. But this cargo was carried by Dutch and Chinese ships, and
direct Japanese contact with the rest of the world was sharply curtailed.?

The implicit but clear goal of Tokugawa policy was to sever international
relations that might undermine Tokugawa hegemony. But this restriction
of interstate relations was not isolationism. Ieyasu was not averse to com-
bat, only to conflicts that might damage his aura of supremacy. In that
spirit he authorized the daimyo of Satsuma to invade and conquer the
kingdom of Ryukyu (today Okinawa Prefecture). That contest produced a
quick and clear victory, and the Ryukyuan king, Sho Nei, became the vas-
sal of both the Tokugawa shoguns and the Shimazu, the daimyo house of
Satsuma. The Ryukyu campaign followed the logic that Japanese foreign
relations should unerringly enhance Tokugawa legitimacy. In his 1609
surrender, King Shé Nei pledged that he and his people would “forever be
the humble servants of Satsuma and obedient to all commands, and never
will be traitors to our lord.”” Because the daimyo of Satsuma had sworn
fealty to the Tokugawa, the Sho kings were now, by extension, vassals of
the Tokugawa as well. Accordingly, representatives of the Sho dynasty trav-
eled to Edo to receive confirmation as well as to celebrate the succession
of a new shogun.”® Ryukyuan embassies were important as public specta-
cles celebrating shogunal power. The Ryukyuan legations were instructed
to wear distinctive Ryukyuan garb to dramatize how “foreign” dignitaries
were paying homage to the shogun.?

The Japanese conquest of Ryukyu could have precipitated a war with
China. The Sho king sent tribute missions to the Ming, so Ryukyu was
nominally a Chinese vassal. Thus, as in the case of Hideyoshi's invasion of
Korea, Japan was attacking a Chinese ally. Unlike Hideyoshi, however, the
Tokugawa and Shimazu did not want a broader war. Rather than antago-
nize the Ming with their conquest, the Shimazu sought to minimize the
impact of their actions. The Ryukyu archipelago was most valuable to Japan
as a source of trade and information. The Ming allowed trade as part of
Sho diplomatic missions, and Ryukyuan officials were a valuable source
of information about China, since their envoys met with high-ranking
government officials in Beijing. But China allowed regular missions only
because they understood the Shé to be vassal kings of the Ming emperor.
Had the Shimazu bragged about their conquest, the Ming would have cut
ties with Ryukyu.
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The Shimazu thus described Ryukyu in two contradictory manners.
Within Japan, they celebrated their victory, claiming that their conquest of
Ryukyu gave them unique status among the daimyo. Internationally, how-
ever, the Shimazu concealed their conquest from China. Over the years,
they developed specific protocols for masking their presence in Ryukyu.
By the 1700s, for example, it was official policy that, during Chinese
embassies, Japanese officials should leave Shuri, the capital of Ryukyu,
and hide in a nearby village. By the mid-1700s, these ruses had developed
into a formal system of disinformation, complete with protocols and hand-
books. The Japanese conquest of Ryukyu was thus strikingly different
from Hideyoshi’s invasion of Korea. Hideyoshi aspired to challenge the
Ming and lost. The Tokugawa won in Ryukyu but endeavored not to offend
the Ming lest that interrupt trade.*® Tokugawa strategies worked because
Chinese officials were amenable to the deception and chose to ignore evi-
dence of the Japanese conquest, such as Ryukyuan men with Japanese
hairstyles, and a temple bell dated according to the Japanese calendar.*!
The Chinese court was willing to tolerate Japanese influence in Ryukyu so
long as the dignity of the Chinese embassy was respected.

So detailed were these deceptions that they produced an imaginary coun-
try: Tokara, known in English as Tsuchara. In order to sustain the conceit that
Ryukyu was not under Japanese control, Satsuma also concealed its control
over the nearby Amami and Tokara Islands. They referred to the Amami
archipelago as the Michinoshima Islands and pretended that it was Ryukyuan
territory.*? They described the small and unremarkable island of Tokara itself
(also known as Takarashima) as a semi-autonomous polity. This fictional land
of Tokara was then invoked to conceal Japanese influence over Ryukyu. If
Chinese diplomats discovered Japanese-looking people or objects, the proto-
col was to describe them as coming from Tokara, which was said to main-
tain ties with both Japan and Ryukyu. People from Tokara could therefore
look and sound Japanese, even though Ryukyu itself did not (according to
this ruse) have direct contact with Japan. So compelling was this fantasy that
it was reproduced in official Ryukyuan histories and then made its way into
Western sources.** Based on Ryukyuan accounts, Western explorers imagined
that “Tsuchara” was a substantial territory and were surprised to learn that it
was a tiny island, less than three square miles in area (7.4 km?).3*

Tokugawa relations with the Chos6n dynasty in Korea were equally cre-
ative, and the shoguns were willing to countenance deceit if it enhanced
their legitimacy and kept the peace. The 1609 compact normalizing
Japanese-Korean relations, for example, was based on forged documents.



30 TO STAND WITH THE NATIONS OF THE WORLD

LEGEND
[ satsuma Domain

I:I Ryukyuan Kingdom

Medieval Satsuma-
Ryukyuan Border

Gajajima EAIE 5

I

N

®
N
) °

o

N
N

i Tokara / Takarajima &N &

N
«
East China Sea N \N
@ o

AN
Ky
-

<

>
N
> ; ; a
N
N o> Amami Oshima
N

Q&

LS
&

Ay o Pacific Ocean
Okinoerabujima

% Tokunoshima

. Okinawajima 50 mi

100 km

FIGURE 1.1 Tokara Archipelago before 1609.

The daimyo of Tsushima, S6 Yoshitoshi, was eager to mend relations
between Edo and Seoul since his island domain was almost entirely
dependent on trade with Korea. Faced with a deadlock over protocol,
Yoshitoshi's representatives “fixed” the problem by forging a letter from
Tokugawa Ieyasu to King Sonjo. The letter referred to leyasu as the “King of
Japan” and was dated according to the Ming calendar. Korean officials were
immediately suspicious: the combination of the Chinese calendar system
and title “king” implied that the Japanese shogun saw himself as a vas-
sal of the Ming emperor. Those were precisely the concessions Ieyasu was
unwilling to make. The shogunate itself seems to have known of the for-
gery and chose to ignore it, instead using the opening to conclude a treaty.
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FIGURE 1.2 Tokara Archipelago after 1609.

The shogunate took action only in 1635, when the forgery was exposed due
to factional infighting within Tsushima. Even then the shogun’s response
was surprisingly lenient. The shogun might well have seized S6 holdings
and destroyed their lineage, but he ordered nothing so severe. The forgers
themselves were executed, and two high-ranking officials were punished,
but the S6 house itself escaped with a reprimand.®

More remarkably, the shogunate kept the So in place as intermediar-
ies in Japanese-Korean diplomatic relations. On the vexing questions of
calendars and title, the Yi and Tokugawa regimes developed a compro-
mise. They used the zodiac system as a neutral calendar and used the
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term “great prince” (taikun) to refer to the shogun. Taikun (K. taejon)
sounded regal in both Japanese and Korean but had never been used in
diplomatic correspondence.* It was thus unclear whether a “taikun” was
superior or inferior to a king, and how such a noble related to the Ming,
Qing, and Japanese emperors.” This was an effective means of resolv-
ing conflict between the Yi and the Tokugawa: either side could imagine
itself as superior.’® As with Ryukyu, relations between the S6, Tokugawa,
and Yi required tactical ignorance. Functionally, the S6 were vassals of
the Tokugawa, but when their emissaries repatriated shipwrecked sailors
in Pusan, they bowed four times before a wooden tablet representing the
Korean king. Yi officials therefore argued that Tsushima was, in fact, a trib-
utary state of Korea. Rather than go to war over these contradictory views,
Korea and Japan chose studied, tactical ignorance.*

The Yi dynasty was initially interested in Japanese-Korea amity partly
to counterbalance other threats. In 1616, the Manchus declared war on
the Ming, the last ethnically Chinese monarchs of China. The Manchus
steadily gained control over Northeast Asia and in 1637 they forced King
Injo of Korea to become their vassal. In 1644, Manchu forces moved south
of the Great Wall, seized Beijing, and declared the foundation of the Qing
dynasty (1644-1911). Ming loyalists fought doggedly until 1662 and resist-
ance on Taiwan lasted until 1683, but the Manchu conquest was complete.
The victory of the Qing over the Ming transformed the cultural dynamics
of Northeast Asia: the ruling dynasty of China was no longer Chinese.

In Korea, the fall of the Ming was understood as the disintegration
of civilization.® Early modern Korea was a deeply Confucian society. So
thoroughly did the Yi court conform to Chinese diplomatic protocol that
Ming texts cited Korea as a model tributary state.* Under the Qing, the
Korean intelligentsia began to describe itself as the last bastion of civi-
lization. The Ming might have fallen, but Korea would sustain the vir-
tues of Confucian culture. Ming loyalism became an important part of
Korean cultural identity. The Yi dynasty maintained a shrine to the Ming,
reflecting their continued loyalty to the old regime. Korean literati made
“Revere the Ming, resist the Qing” a favored couplet. This fear and loath-
ing of the Qing had a paradoxical impact on Yi-Tokugawa relations. Seen
from Seoul, the Japanese were vicious invaders who had despoiled Korea.
But compared to the Manchus, the Japanese were at least marginally less
offensive. At a minimum, the Tokugawa, unlike the Qing, had disavowed
a desire to subjugate Korea.” The Yi dynasty thus tolerated renewed rela-
tions with Japan, including diplomatic innovations such as the title taikun.
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Tokugawa relations with the Qing also relied on diplomatic ingenuity.
The historian Iwai Shigeki coined the term “silent diplomacy” to describe
how the Tokugawa and Qing interacted without formal diplomatic rela-
tions.” Until 1684, trade between China and Japan was technically a vio-
lation of Ming maritime prohibitions. Chinese junks continued to visit
Nagasaki, but according to Ming law, this trade was smuggling. When the
Qing abolished Ming restrictions after the conquest of Taiwan (1683), trade
surged and more than 190 junks reached Nagasaki in 1688. Alarmed by the
outflow of silver and copper, Japanese officials sought to restrict and reg-
ulate Chinese junks, but this raised difficult diplomatic questions. What
was Japanese authority over Chinese traders? What was Qing authority
over expatriate Chinese in Nagasaki? In order to avoid conflict between the
Tokugawa and Qing China, the shogunate concealed its efforts to regulate
Japanese-Chinese trade. Instead of direct state intervention, the Tokugawa
regulated Chinese traders through the Nagasaki Chinese Translation
Bureau (Nagasaki t6ts@iji). Beginning in 1715, the bureau began to issue
trading certificates (shinpai) to Chinese ship captains. Although the
bureau was under Tokugawa control, these certificates omitted any refer-
ence to either the Tokugawa or the Qing. This tactic effectively dodged the
question of Tokugawa-Qing relations. When Chinese merchants appealed
to the Qing court, the Kangxi emperor ruled that the shinpai were not a
question of sovereign power, but a private matter between individual mer-
chants and interpreters in Nagasaki.*

The shinpai system was also used to maintain ties with Southeast Asia,
including Siam, Cambodia, and Patani. These states would hire Chinese
captains for semi-official trading missions to Nagasaki: the captain’s
authorization to trade was private, but government officials were accorded
special recognition. This created something of a gray area of diplomatic
and trade relations. Describing relations with Cambodia, for example,
the shogunal advisor Arai Hakuseki wrote that diplomatic relations had
ended in 1627, but that Khmer officials continued to “pay their respects” at
Nagasaki.® Relations with the Khmer kingdom thus involved more than
trade but less than full diplomatic relations. Because the risk of war with
the Khmer kingdom was vanishingly small, the Tokugawa were amenable
to low-level, informal relations.

A final component of the Tokugawa international order was Ezo, the
Tokugawa state’s northern periphery. Ezo (now Hokkaido) was Japan’s
point of contact with a vast Amur River trading network and there is
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evidence of a robust trade in pelts and other animal products from at
least the fifteenth century.* In the 1400s, the Matsumae house gained a
foothold in the southeast corner of Ezo and then, under Hideyoshi and
leyasu, secured exclusive trading rights with the indigenous Ainu.” The
Matsumae steadily expanded their territory, pushing north the border of
the Japanese zone (wajinchi), but their land holdings remained small.
In this way, Matsumae territory was similar to Tsushima: a gateway to a
foreign territory, heavily dependent on trade because of its small agricul-
tural base.®®

As with Tsushima and Ryukyu, the shogunate chose to rule Ezo indi-
rectly. It gave the Matsumae considerable autonomy in their handling of
foreign affairs. In Ezo, as in Tsushima, the Tokugawa tolerated daimyo
malfeasance, even when they might have seized control. In 1669, for
example, Matsumae provoked an Ainu rebellion through exploitative
trading practices and the expansion of mining, which disrupted salmon
runs. The Matsumae needed shogunal support to suppress the rebellion
and such incompetence was ample reason for the Tokugawa to seize Ezo.
Instead, the Tokugawa left the Matsumae in control.”

In one key respect, Tokugawa policy in Ezo was different from that
on its other borders: unlike the Koreans and Ryukyuans, the Ainu were
considered an uncivilized people. In period documents the Ainu were
described as “barbarians” (teki) rather than “people.” The tribute items
offered by Ainu elders to Japanese officials reproduced the image of the
Ainu as crude, frontier people: animal pelts, hawks, and eagle feathers.
These rituals continued even after Ainu became paid workers in the
Japanese commercial economy. By the 1800s, many Ainu worked as labor-
ers on Japanese fishing fleets, catching and processing fish like herring
for use as fertilizer. Nonetheless, in diplomatic ceremonies, the Matsumae
continued to depict the Ainu as primitive trappers.*

Despite these differences, Tokugawa policy toward Ezo reflected the
regime’s broader strategy of ambiguous borders. There was a formal
boundary to the Japanese zone (wajinchi) in Ezo, but this was a porous bor-
der and there were many Japanese trading posts in Ainu territory. Japanese
merchants traveled well beyond the wajinchi in pursuit of resources such as
lumber, and their labor contracts with the Ainu transformed the regional
economy. Matsumae officials directly intervened outside the wajinchi to
ensure Ainu dependence on Japanese grain by, for example, destroying
Ainu rice fields.*! There was thus no single border between Japanese and
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Ainu territory but rather a series of overlapping and contested spheres
of interactions and influence. Only in the late 1700s, with the arrival of
Russian representatives in Ezo, did the Tokugawa become concerned with
establishing a single clear border.’? Thus, at both its northeastern and
southwestern peripheries, Tokugawa power was distinct from territorial-
ity: overt and extensive control over land. This strategy of vague borders
was part of a broader Tokugawa strategy of carefully negotiated ambigui-
ties. For generations, Qing, Chosdn, and Tokugawa rulers chose not to
fight over exact borders or sovereign honor. Instead, they sustained a dis-
tant but perduring peace.

In this way, from the 1600s until the mid-1800s, Northeast Asian
international politics was strikingly un-“modern.” Rather than empha-
size exclusive territorial control, the major powers tolerated ambiguity
and contradiction. The contrast with the twenty-first century politics is
striking. Today, Russia, China, Japan, and South Korea are all embroiled
in complex and protracted disputes over uninhabited or sparsely inhab-
ited islands, some small enough to be described as rocks. These disputes
would have been inconceivable in the early modern East Asian interna-
tional order. Tokugawa Japan and Choson Korea not only ignored minor
islands; they found it mutually advantageous to disagree quietly over
major territories like Tsushima. Similarly, officials knew not to press for
a definitive opinion on the sovereignty of Ryukyu but to allow for dif-
ferent views in Edo, Kagoshima, Shuri, and Beijing. These ingenious
diplomatic inventions avoided the very questions of state sovereignty and
territoriality that define the modern nation-state and modern interna-
tional politics.

Because exclusive sovereign claims to territory are part of modern inter-
national law, it is tempting to see the Tokugawa system as “premodern”
and therefore as an antecedent to modern politics. The Meiji state “mod-
ernized” Japanese diplomacy by insisting on clear borders and consistent
diplomat protocols. But on such a scale, Hideyoshi's invasion of Korea in
the 1590s was more “modern” and “Western” than the Pax Tokugawa of
later centuries. Hideyoshi aspired to overt and complete domination over
East Asia and he had no patience for clever diplomacy. For Hideyoshi,
there was no merit in avoiding an overt conflict with China: he wanted
the Ming to recognize his authority as an equal, if not superior, sovereign.
In that way, Hideyoshi’s approach resembled the emerging sense of state
power in Europe: an international system in which states were supposed
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to fight ruthlessly for territory, not to obscure their borders in the interests
of peace. Diplomats were supposed to defend their sovereign’s rights and
powers, not to discreetly finesse irreconcilable views.

Tokugawa diplomacy rejected such overt displays of state power in
favor of flexibility and ambiguity. That different view of sovereignty sup-
ported two centuries of international peace, but it also created a Japanese
state that was radically different not only from the nascent nation-states
of Europe but also from Hideyoshi’s Japanese state. The Tokugawa were
not interested in expanding singular hegemony over clearly demarked
territory. They were warlords who appreciated the advantages of avoid-
ing war.

Rituals of Domestic Control

The Tokugawa regime was vastly more powerful and centralized than
any Japanese government after the ninth century. But this trend toward
increasing centralization slowed markedly after the Tokugawa limited
their exposure to interstate conflict. Since there were no longer foreign
conflicts requiring the nationwide mobilization of people or resources, the
Tokugawa house stopped expanding its domestic authority. On the con-
trary, Tokugawa control was based on the continued authority of daimyo
in their own domains. Daimyo retained much of their autonomy from the
Warring States era. They set and levied their own taxes, commanded their
own armies, issued their own legal codes, ran their own courts, issued their
own currencies, and set their own local economic policies. Rather than
subvert daimyo authority, the Tokugawa built on it, ruling Japan by mak-
ing the shogun the supreme commander of the daimyo. The Tokugawa
state was thus a “compound state,” built on the combined authority of the
shogun, the daimyo, and the imperial house.>

According to law and practice, the shogun could seize a daimyo’s terri-
tory for any infraction of Tokugawa policy, including unauthorized castle
repairs, dissent within the domain, improper funeral arrangements, and
lack of an approved plan of succession. In the early 1600s, shoguns vigor-
ously exercised this authority. In 1619, for example, the second shogun,
Tokugawa Hidetada, cut the holdings of Fukushima Masanori by more
than 9o percent (498,220 koku to 48,000 koku) for repairing his castle
after a typhoon. Masanori had dutifully informed the shogunate of his
intent to repair the castle but had not waited for official authorization.
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When Masanori died in 1624, the shogunate cut his heir’s investiture by
another 93 percent, to 3,000 koku, because Masanori had been cremated
without official verification of his death. Those cumulative reductions of
more than 99 percent eliminated the Fukushima as a noble house: with
a holding of under 10,000 koku, the Fukushima were no longer ranked
as daimyo. In 1664, the shogunate seized half the holdings of the Uesugi
house when Uesugi Tsunekatsu died suddenly of appendicitis. The Uesugi
had opposed the Tokugawa in 1600 and the domain survived only because
its allies convinced the shogunate to allow the posthumous designation of
an heir.

Such measures cowed the most recalcitrant daimyo, and by the 1700s
the regime saw little need to continue such aggressive actions. Shogunal
attainder became rare, and between 1808 and 1835 the shogunate did not
punish a single lord.”* Even when the shogunate seized daimyo territory, it
commonly transferred the lands to other daimyo. Once their control was
secure, the Tokugawa regime was more inclined to reward its allies than
to directly arrogate power. The goal of Tokugawa governance was not to
eliminate the daimyo but to ensure that they did not challenge Tokugawa
hegemony.
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These policies produced a distinct pattern of political geography.
Tozama, literally “outsider” lords, were daimyo who swore allegiance to
leyasu late in his rise to power or opposed the Tokugawa at the Battle of
Sekigahara in 1600. The Tokugawa weakened, rather than destroyed, many
tozama by seizing parts of their holdings. They tolerated some larger, con-
tiguous tozama holdings but primarily at the periphery of Japan, far from
the main Tokugawa cities of Edo, Nagoya, and Osaka. By contrast, fudai
were lords distinguished by their long-standing loyalty to the Tokugawa and
they were allowed to serve as shogunal officers. The Tokugawa surrounded
their key castle towns with strategically placed fudai and rewarded them
with additional parcels. This meant that prominent fudai lords often had
fragmented holdings near the center rather than the periphery. Indeed,
much of the land around Edo was a patchwork of direct shogunal lands,
fudai lands, and the holdings of liege vassals (hatamoto), shogunal vassals
with less than 10,000 koku.

This landholding pattern was established in the early 1600s and held
to the end of the Tokugawa era. In the 1860s, most fudai domains were
less than 150 miles from Edo Castle, while most tozama were more than
250 miles. Virtually all the domains within fifty miles of Edo Castle were
fudai with holdings under 100,000 koku. By contrast, most of the large
domains at the periphery were tozama. Scattered across Japan were kamon
daimyo, primarily the descendants of Tokugawa Ieyasu’s younger sons.
Kamon lords could provide a shogunal heir in case of a succession crisis,
but they were commonly excluded from key shogunal offices.

Because the shogunate, or bakufu, relied on the daimyo to govern
their own domains, historians often refer to the early-modern political
system as the bakuhan system: baku for bakufu and han, a somewhat
anachronistic term for domain. But the shogunate’s willingness to tol-
erate alternative sources of authority extended beyond the daimyo. The
early shoguns cowed but did not eliminate the imperial house. In a ser-
ies of edicts from the early 1600s, the shogunate banned the imperial
court from interfering in military affairs and restricted its authority to
make religious and ceremonial appointments. Instead of politics, the
emperor’s “primary efforts should be directed to the arts.”® In 1634,
the third shogun Iemitsu visited the imperial court with some 300,000
troops, a show of force thinly disguised as a gesture of respect. After cur-
tailing the court’s political authority, the shogunate was willing to show
support by paying, for example, for repairs to the imperial palace. In
general, the Tokugawa created new institutions of indirect control rather
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than assert national authority. In the Kanté region, for example, the
Tokugawa elected not to claim direct control over the eta, a caste charged
with animal slaughter and leatherwork. Instead they created a hereditary
leader of the eta, the Danzaemon house, and entrusted it with manag-
ing eta affairs and representing the eta in legal disputes with non-eta.
This suggests something distinct from the archetypal European model
of state-building: rather than fight to destroy rival sources of authority,
the Tokugawa regime created new ones.

The centerpiece of Tokugawa control over daimyo was a mandatory
residence system known as sankin kotai, wherein daimyo spent alternate
years in the shogunal capital of Edo. Sankin kotai had its roots in earlier
warrior practices. The Ashikaga shoguns, for example, compelled daimyo
to live in Kyoto in order to reduce the risk of rebellion. Hideyoshi contin-
ued this practice. As a sign of subservience, daimyo were to remain in
Kyoto unless dispatched on official business, and their wives and children
were to reside there permanently. Daimyo resisted this practice at great
risk. Hideyoshi told the H6j6 of Odawara, for example, that he would rec-
ognize their holdings if they paid homage to him at Nij6 Castle. When they
refused, Hideyoshi destroyed them.

Forced residence in Kyoto bound the daimyo to Hideyoshi but degraded
their military abilities. As early as 1591, Shimazu Yoshihiro, second son
of the daimyo of Satsuma, lamented the impact of regular life in Kyoto.
“[In Kyoto] the Shimazu cannot be of any use to Hideyoshi (kanpaku),” he
declared. If Hideyoshi asked them to suppress a rebellion, they would not
have enough troops ready to make a difference. And fighting alongside
Hideyoshi with just a few men was a painful indignity for a great warrior
house like the Shimazu. Yoshihiro further lamented that his men were
becoming unreliable as soldiers: they seemed interested primarily in bor-
rowing money to pay for the temptations of urban life. He feared that they
were losing their fighting spirit and wondered if the Shimazu would long
survive as a major daimyo house.” Such fear and despair were exactly what
Hideyoshi desired. The Shimazu had been defiant, and Hideyoshi was
determined to impress upon them the cost of their insubordination. But
Hideyoshi was too ambitious to squander the services of a capable com-
mander. In1592-94, convinced of Yoshihiro’s loyalty, Hideyoshi dispatched
him to Korea. Yoshihiro fought furiously for his new lord and secured one
of the last victories of the campaign, a triumph at the Battle of Sach’6n.*®

The Tokugawa continued Hideyoshi's policies of forced residence, and
after 1600 daimyo began attending Ieyasu in Edo. But unlike Hideyoshi,



An Almost Perpetual Peace 41

the Tokugawa were concerned with domestic stability rather than an inter-
national empire. Tokugawa foreign policy was designed to minimize the
need for military mobilization. Thus, the regime could degrade the mili-
tary abilities of the daimyo without undermining national security. The
military weakness that Yoshihiro lamented became a cornerstone of the
Tokugawa policy.

The system of alternate attendance was formalized in the 1630s and
1640s, just as the Tokugawa were drastically restricting foreign contacts.
Daimyo were ordered to spend alternate years in Edo according to a strict
schedule determined by their relationship with the Tokugawa house.
In 1635, tozama lords were ordered to travel to Edo in the fourth month
and return to their domains twelve months later. The schedule was stag-
gered so that roughly half the tozama were either entering or departing
Edo each year. In 1642, sankin kotai was extended to fudai, who traveled
to Edo in either the sixth or the eighth month.>® Both groups of daimyo
were required to leave their families in Edo year-round. A few daimyo
were allowed exemptions from sankin kétai based on familial ties. Three
collateral lines of the Tokugawa house, descendants of Ieyasu’s younger
sons, were exempted or allowed reduced attendance. The Tokugawa also
allowed exemptions for military or diplomatic duties. The S6 of Tsushima,
for example, came to Edo only once in three years and the Matsumae came
only once in six. The Kuroda and the Nabeshima, who patrolled Nagasaki
harbor, stayed in Edo for three months rather than twelve. These dis-
pensations reflected the goal of sankin kotai: because attendance in Edo
degraded the military abilities of daimyo, those lords with security duties
received special exemptions. But the limited scope of these exceptions also
reflects the shogunate’s limited security concerns. Unlike Hideyoshi, the
Tokugawa did not need capable warriors ready for overseas engagements.

The Domestic Transformation

The end of warfare and the concentration of samurai in Edo were part of
a broader transformation of Japanese society. Between 1600 and 1720, the
Japanese population soared from 12 million to 31 million.®® This growth
was supported by the development and dissemination of new technolo-
gies. New types of irrigation, using treadmills, allowed for the expansion
of arable land, which roughly doubled over the Tokugawa era. Farmers
increased land productivity through the use of a variety of fertilizers: fish-
meal; the residue from sake and soy sauce production; and human manure
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FIGURE 1.5 “Bustle outside the Nakamuraza Kabuki Theatre.” An 1854 urban scene by the

famous print artist Ando Hiroshige (1797-1858). LACMA (M.2000.105.35a—). Reprinted
with permission.

(or “night soil”). The rise in demand for “night soil,” which was free for the
taking in the 1600s, caused it to rise in price by 200 percent between 1740
and 1789.% New technologies also increased labor productivity. A series of
inventions made rice processing easier and quicker while reducing waste.
The development of a tool called the “Bitchii hoe” made it easier to open
new land.®” Improvement in food production allowed farmers to focus on
non-food crops and market-oriented farming production. By the 1700s,
farmers in many regions were heavily invested in cash crops such as cot-
ton, rapeseed, tobacco, tea, indigo, flax and hemp, mulberry, and lacquer.®®

This shift to commercial agriculture was stimulated by the growth of
Edo as a consumption center. In the late 1500s, the village of Edo had fewer
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than 200 people. By 1600 the population had grown to 30,000, and with
the introduction of sankin kotai it reached 500,000 by the 1650s. By the
1730s, the residents numbered more than 1 million, roughly half of whom
were samurai.® The city was known for both the range and magnitude of
its conspicuous consumption. By the eighteenth century, Edo consumed
annually nearly 800,000 casks of sake, over 100,000 casks of soy sauce,
and over 18 million bundles of firewood. By the early 1800s, Edo boasted
dozens of theaters, more than 600 book lenders, and over 6,000 restau-
rants. Trends in arts and letters, fashion, and popular culture started in
Edo and spread to the rest of Japan.®

Samurai transformed the city of Edo, but Edo transformed them as well.
Indeed, by the 1700s, rivalries between daimyo houses had moved fully
from the battlefield to the salon, where lords competed in connoisseurship
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and consumption rather than warrior prowess. A daimyo could elevate his
standing through a more refined performance of tea ceremony or a more
elegant or exotic banquet than achieved by his contemporaries. Unlike
his battle-hardened ancestors, Shimazu Shigehide, the eighth daimyo of
Satsuma, won fame for his connoisseurship and lavish entertaining: he
hosted an exotic Chinese feast which featured more than fifty separate
dishes, including nine-year-old preserved winter melon.® Elaborate gifts
became essential to political advancement. A newly appointed shogunal
officer was required by custom to provide a banquet for his new colleagues,
with the food and wine from appropriately exclusive vendors. The costs of
such an event were often several times the annual income of an ordinary
samurai.”’ The changes lamented by Shimazu Yoshihiro in the 1590s thus
became a defining feature of Tokugawa society: samurai became familiar
with urban pleasures but unfamiliar with war.

The costs of life in Edo strained the budgets of most daimyo. Some
sought to control spending through austerity campaigns, and exhortations
to avoid luxury were a common part of eighteenth-century political dis-
course. But even a frugal lord could not avoid the basic demands of sankin
kotai. Every daimyo needed an Edo residence, and the daimyo and his fam-
ily, as well as domain officers, advisors, attendants, and guards, needed to
be housed, fed, and clothed. Daimyo with large holdings often had multi-
ple compounds in Edo with thousands of retainers. Contemporary observ-
ers, such as the economist Kaiho Seiryd, estimated that daimyo incurred
most of their expenses in Edo. A careful examination of domain ledgers
suggests that Kaiho was exaggerating, but not by much: many domains
spent between 30% to 50% of their income on sankin kotai and related
expenses.®

In order to pay for sankin kotai, daimyo turned to merchant interme-
diaries. They needed to sell part of their land’s harvest to pay for their
expenses in the capital, and merchant brokers (kuramoto) soon became an
essential part of samurai government. As the temptations of life in Edo
drove up expenses, kuramoto became creditors, treating the next year’s
tax revenue as collateral. Lending to daimyo could be immensely lucra-
tive. The Konoike merchant house of Osaka, for example, started as sake
brewers, but the owners made their fortune by lending to daimyo, even-
tually becoming the banking house of more than thirty daimyo families.
Between 16770 and 1706, their assets grew seventy-fivefold to over 24,000
silver kanme (900,000 kg.), mostly from money lending. The head of
the Konoike house was also paid a salary for his brokerage and trading



An Almost Perpetual Peace 45

services, and by the mid-eighteenth century that revenue exceeded the
income of many daimyo.%

The consumption demands of the capital and the expansion of com-
mercial networks transformed the rural economy. Farmers increasingly
grew crops for market instead of local consumption, often encouraged by
domain governments. In order to meet the expenses of life in the capital,
daimyo began to promote cash crops and to intervene in commodity mar-
kets. A striking example is the case of indigo cultivation in Tokushima
domain, across the Inland Sea from the market center of Osaka. Indigo
had long been grown in the lower reaches of the Yoshino River, but by
the mid-eighteenth century it had spread across the domain: in 1740, 237
of the 331 villages in northern Tokushima, over 7o percent, were growing
indigo. Many of these villages were highly specialized. In 1764, nearly
9o percent of the arable land in Takenose village was planted with indigo,
roughly 7 percent with potatoes, and only 0.2 percent with rice. When
the Meiji government conducted a systematic survey in the 187os, they
found that less than one-third of the agricultural output of Tokushima
was rice.”’

This changing economy transformed samurai rule. In Confucian dis-
course, the samurai ruling elite was distinguished by its remove from
petty commercial concerns. In practice, however, samurai could not ignore
how commerce affected their daimyo’s coffers. In Tokushima, as farmers
became dependent on indigo sales, the domain became concerned with
the indigo prices. Because indigo sales were concentrated in Osaka, prices
were susceptible to manipulation by Osaka merchant cartels. Beginning
in the 1760s, Osaka merchants used their coordinated buying power to
force down prices. To break this cartel, Tokushima insisted that buyers
come to Tokushima and make purchases at a domain-supervised market.
The government also began offering loans to indigo farmers to break their
financial dependence on credit from Osaka buyers. The Osaka cartel sued,
insisting that the new market would cause them economic distress. In
17606, the Osaka city magistrate, a Tokugawa officer, ruled in favor of the
merchants, ordering the Tokushima to allow sales in Osaka. Tokushima
tried to evade this ruling, but in 1790 the merchants sued again and
Tokushima complied. In 1802, Tokushima chose a new strategy: rather
than oppose the Osaka cartel with an official domain agency, they orga-
nized a rival cartel. The Osaka cartel sued again, but this time the settle-
ment favored Tokushima. Indigo sellers were allowed to restrict sales of
Tokushima indigo to their own cartel of buyers.”
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This long legal struggle over indigo prices was emblematic of the
transformation of the samurai estate. The Osaka city magistrates were
shogunal officers, and the struggle over the indigo market was thus a
contest between the Tokugawa and the Hachisuka. The heirs of two great
warlords who had fought together at Sekigahara were now battling over
indigo prices. While this change was the result of unprecedented peace
and prosperity, it was difficult to avoid the sense that something was awry.
If questions of commerce were central to government finances, how
could the warrior elite avoid ruling on mundane matters such as trade?
But if samurai became enmeshed in commercial affairs, how could they
maintain their status as a warrior elite and justify their monopoly on
government offices? Beyond their lineage, what distinguished samurai
from commoners? This was an inherent tension of the Pax Tokugawa: in
the absence of war, there were no battles in which the samurai could
show their courage and publicly distinguish themselves from mere
commoners.

The Pax Tokugawa also transformed the way samurai held land. In the
early 1500s, most samurai were rural fief-holders who drew their income
from a specific village or parcel. Beginning in the late sixteenth century,
however, many daimyo removed samurai from their rural fiefs and reset-
tled them in designated neighborhoods of the lord’s castle town. By sepa-
rating samurai from their holdings, daimyo were able to increase their
own financial authority by collecting taxes directly from peasant villages
and paying their samurai a regular stipend. But lords could also cut their
retainers’ stipends, a practice euphemistically known as “borrowing.” The
urbanization of the samurai also pulled them into the commercial econ-
omy. Whereas rural fief-holders might demand sandals or sake from local
farmers as tax payments in-kind, urban samurai needed to sell their share
of the annual harvest through a broker and then buy products they needed
for cash. This process was most pronounced in the more economically
developed regions of the Kanté and the Kinai, and less so in Tohoku and
Kytshai. But overall, by the eighteenth century, samurai were a salaried
urban class.”?

Historians now view the spread of a money economy and expansion of
commerce as precursors to Japan’s modern economic transformation. But
many contemporary observers were more concerned with how commer-
cialization seemed to invert the social order, making the samurai ruling
class dependent on their merchant inferiors. Urban samurai households
commonly developed intergenerational ties with merchant families, who
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also extended them credit. Merchants thus developed substantial influ-
ence over the affairs of samurai houses. In 1750, for example, Tani Tannai,
a retainer in Tosa domain, appealed to his merchant broker, Saitaniya
Naomasu, for advice and support. Tani lamented that rising expenses had
forced him to repeatedly borrow against his future income. He was deter-
mined to live within his means, but had no idea what that might entail:

Somehow we must make do with our present yearly income. Being
unfamiliar with these [financial] matters, however, I am uncertain
whether or not this is possible; but I would like to try. Please write and
inform me in detail as to how much my yearly income is in rice (fuchi)
and in rice vouchers (kippu), and how much is being “borrowed”
(kariage) by the lord. Also, please inform me how much the remain-
ing income is once converted into silver and copper coins. Then,
I request that you prepare a monthly budget for my consideration.

Like many samurai, Tani had little idea how his rice stipend was converted
into cash and still less of an appreciation of how to live within his means.
His indebtedness was due partly to the high cost of living in the castle

his landscapes and cityscapes, but in this 1854 print he depicted financially strug-
gling samurai selling their armor for scrap. LACMA (M.2006.136.334). Reprinted
with permission.
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town of Kochi and the temptations of urban life. But his lord had also “bor-
rowed” 25 percent of his stipend, and he needed 14 percent of his income
just to service old loans from Saitaniya.”

Tani's relations with his creditor were an extreme case of a broader
phenomenon: formal notions of the social order were increasingly at odds
with daily experience. In much public discourse, Tokugawa society con-
sisted of four distinct estates, each with a special function: samurai were
the ruling elite, farmers grew food, artisans crafted tools, and merchants
transported goods. Those distinctions were always more hortatory than
descriptive, but over the Tokugawa era they became utterly detached from
lived experience. Samurai, the highest estate, became increasingly depen-
dent on merchants, the lowest estate, for credit and market services. The
spread of commercial agriculture, in which farmers grew cash crops for
distant markets, effaced distinctions between farmers and merchants.
When the Meiji government dissolved formal status distinctions, it was
merely acknowledging this transformation.

The Politics of Reform

Unlike the Meiji government, the Tokugawa regime could not attack the
notion of an estate-based society: its own legitimacy was tied to the idea
of an elite samurai estate. But the shogunate did attempt to confront the
most egregious problems of the Tokugawa order. The Tokugawa shogunate
engaged in three periods of intense reform: the Kyoho reforms (1716—45),
the Kansei reforms (1787-93), and the Tenpd reforms (1841-43). The bold-
est and most successful was the first, led by the eighth shogun Tokugawa
Yoshimune. Yoshimune became shogun as an adult, having already served
as the daimyo of Kii domain. Confident, pragmatic, and intellectually
intrepid, he confronted the central questions of Tokugawa rule: how would
the regime adapt to a peacetime, commercial economy, and would such
reform change the balance of power between the shogun and the daimyo?
Many of Yoshimune’s policies foreshadowed the more radical reforms of
the Meiji Restoration: he asserted greater national authority, intervened in
the national economy, and challenged hereditary privilege in remarkable
ways. Unlike the Meiji reforms, however, his policies were designed to
repair the Tokugawa system rather than replace it.”*

Yoshimune’s immediate challenge was a budget crisis. Although sho-
gunal revenues had risen with economic growth, expenses had grown even
faster because the regime had taken on additional retainers. The output
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of shogunal mines was also dropping, and by the 1690s, the shogunate
was running regular budget deficits.”” Yoshimune tried to cut expenses
through conventional austerity measures, but when that approach failed,
he asserted new authority over daimyo, demanding direct payments into
the shogunal treasury. In 1721, Yoshimune ordered daimyo to pay 1 percent
of their income annually into shogunal warehouses in Osaka and Edo, a
tax known as agemai. Such direct payments were unprecedented and sug-
gested that the Tokugawa had a claim on lands outside their own holdings.

At the same time, Yoshimune sought to reduce daimyo expenses and
radically curtailed sankin kotai obligations; both tozama and fudai lords
were now to spend six months in Edo, traveling in the third month and
ninth month, cutting their time in Edo by half. The shogun also reduced
the sankin kotai obligations of the lords’ heirs and curtailed the exchange
of gifts between the daimyo and the shogun. This was a fundamental
change in Tokugawa policy, but Yoshimune insisted that he was actually
returning to the original principles of the regime. Alternate attendance,
he argued, was not the will of Ieyasu or Hidetada but the mandate of third
shogun Iemitsu, who was concerned that Edo was a lonely place and thus
ordered daimyo and their families to reside there.”®

Yoshimune also expanded shogunal authority over daimyo in areas
such as river control. Riparian projects such as levee building commonly
cut across domain lines, especially in the Kanté and Kinai regions, and
since 1703 the shogunate had demanded that daimyo provide laborers for
such projects. These obligations were a peacetime extension of a daimyo’s
wartime service: in addition to sending troops to aid the shogun, daimyo
were to provide corvée labor. In 1720, Yoshimune changed these obliga-
tions to payments in cash. The shogunate would calculate the total cost
of the project, underwrite 10 percent, and demand the balance from the
affected daimyo, up to ten gold ryd per 100 koku of holdings.” Although
daimyo with extremely large or contiguous investitures were unaffected,
this policy changed the relationship between shogun and daimyo. In a
commercial economy, the shogunate was interested in properly allocating
the cost of public works rather than marshaling direct labor service.”

Yoshimune made fundamental changes in the shogunate’s tax system.
Prior to Yoshimune, the land tax was based on annual assessments of the
harvest. These inspections had the advantage of reducing the tax burden
on farmers after a poor harvest. But the annual system was burdensome
and intrusive, and it had the unintended consequence of discouraging cap-
ital investments in land because the government would promptly tax the
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increase in yield. Annual inspections also made for erratic government tax
receipts. Beginning in 1718, the shogunate began shifting to fixed assess-
ments based on average yields over five, ten, or twenty years. Initially the
government refused any tax relief except for catastrophic harvest failures,
but that rigidity provoked angry rural protests, and thereafter the shogu-
nate cut taxes whenever yields fell by more than 30 percent. This revised
tax system raised government revenue without sparking unrest. In the
long term, these reforms likely exacerbated a trend toward increased rural
inequality: large landholders were most able to capitalize on the benefits
of the fixed assessment system, whereas small holders suffered the most
from reduced tax relief. In the short term, however, the reforms gener-
ated a large budget surplus, which the government used for relief grain in
times of acute crisis.”

Under the Kyoho reforms, the shogunate promoted a range of new
crops and industries, including food crops such as Japanese sweet pota-
toes (Satsumaimo or Ipomoea batatas), ginseng and other medicinal plants,
sugarcane and sugar refining, and silk production. Underlying these
projects were Yoshimune’s fascination with the natural world and a more
practical concern with Japan’s international balance of trade.®’ Trade with
China had surged after the consolidation of Qing control in the 1680s
and the end of Ming maritime prohibitions, and Japan began exporting
large quantities of precious metals in exchange for Chinese imports. Since
Japanese mine production was dropping, the outflow of specie was espe-
cially noticeable. The shogunate had attempted to restrict imports through
quotas at Nagasaki and limits on trade through Tsushima and Ryukyu.
Yoshimune took a different approach, promoting the production of
domestic substitutes for Chinese and Korean imports.®! To develop these
new technologies, Yoshimune eased restrictions on foreign books. Under
prior practice, books were banned for any mention of Christianity, and
this eliminated many scientific texts. In 1720, Yoshimune permitted the
importation of scientific texts with incidental references to religion and
established horticultural stations to test new crops.®

Several of the agricultural ventures promoted by Yoshimune had long-
lasting impacts. His promotion of domestic sugar led to commercial produc-
tion in several domains, including Owari, Kii, and Tosa. By the mid-1700s
the price of sugar had dropped enough that middling samurai considered
it a staple rather than a luxury, and by the 1800s, domestic production had
almost completely displaced imports.®* In an 1837 appeal to the Nagasaki
city magistrate, local merchants complained that “domestic production of
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sugar has expanded, leading to a decrease in the price for imported Chinese
sugar, which has also reduced profits for merchants here.” In similar fash-
ion, domestic silk began to challenge Chinese and Korean imports. With
new domestic production, silk prices began dropping in the 1720s and con-
tinued to fall thereafter. Korean imports declined precipitously in the 1750s,
and although Chinese silk maintained its reputation for high quality, by
the 1800s, silk produced domestically exceeded imports.3 The sweet potato
had little impact on international trade but became an important part of
the Japanese diet. Hardy, nutritious, and suitable for upland fields, it was
widely grown both as regular food crop and insurance against the failure of
grain. Yoshimune personally ate satsumaimo with high-ranking officials to
demonstrate that it was not merely edible but tasty.®> One of Yoshimune’s
abiding concerns was domestic ginseng, which was used for a range of
ailments including fevers, infections, and nervous disorders. Under
Yoshimune, the Edo magistrate’s office secured cuttings of both Korean
and Chinese ginseng root, although export was illegal in both countries. In
1733, the shogunate began public sales of domestic ginseng in five major
cities through special government offices.?

Yoshimune also changed the shogunate’s system for promoting retain-
ers, introducing greater meritocracy while still respecting hereditary priv-
ilege. Prior to the Kydho reforms, high-ranking posts in the shogunal
administration were reserved for retainers with large hereditary stipends.
For example, before 1723, only samurai with a stipend of 1,000 koku or
larger were appointed city magistrates (machi bugys). A shogun could
appoint capable men with lesser stipends only by increasing their hered-
itary investitures. Yoshimune broke with this tradition by creating tashi-
daka, supplemental stipends linked to a retainer’s term of office. Capable
retainers could thus hold two stipends: their hereditary stipend and a
term-limited tashidaka. This system allowed Yoshimune to appoint samu-
rai of lower rank to high office without permanently increasing shogunal
spending, and this greatly increased the range of men appointed to high
office. As the historian Kasaya Kazuhiko observed, tashidaka created a sal-
ary system within the structure of samurai investitures.®

Yoshimune did not articulate a single ideology behind his reforms, but
his policies reflect the thinking of two iconoclastic philosophers: Ogyn
Sorai and Nishikawa Joken. Yoshimune favored both men with personal
audiences, and his Kyoho reforms correspond to ideas in their published
works. Yoshimune’s decision to ease restrictions on Western and Chinese
books was likely influenced by Nishikawa, an astronomer and geographer
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FIGURE 1.7 Shogunal Office Holders before and after Yoshimune’s Stipend Reform.

who wanted access to Dutch astronomical texts for calendar reform.
Sorai’'s influence was indirect but extensive: many of Yoshimune’s reforms
correspond closely to Sorai's policy recommendations.® Sorai was broadly
critical of sankin koétai, which he famously compared to having daimyo
“living in an inn,” fully dependent on the innkeeper for day-to-day essen-
tials.¥ Urban life, he argued, had made samurai reliant on merchants
and inclined toward luxuries. His radical solution involved cutting sankin
kotai to as little as one month and resettling ordinary samurai in the coun-
tryside, where they could farm and support themselves directly.”® He also
advocated increased meritocracy, insisting that giving government offices
to “capable men of the lower orders” would benefit the state and produce
social harmony.” In some ways, these recommendations anticipated the
Meiji government’s attacks on hereditary privilege, but with a key differ-
ence. Sorai was seeking to save samurai rule from its most pronounced
defects, whereas Meiji reformers saw samurai rule as beyond repair.
Nishikawa’s approach to reform also presaged late Tokugawa and Meiji
cosmopolitan chauvinism. In Nishikawa’s vision, there was thus nothing
“foreign” about imported technologies once they were adapted to Japanese
needs. The oldest books on agriculture, Nishikawa observed, were from
China, and cotton farming had come to Japan from Korea in the 1500s.
Rather than proscribe Western learning, Nishikawa urged Japanese farm-
ers to read translations of Western texts on hydraulics in order to improve
irrigation. More remarkably, Nishikawa extended this cosmopolitan vision
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to morality. Japan was a virtuous and prosperous land because it was excep-
tionally good at realizing universal norms of good behavior. Japan had
wisely adopted the best of Indian thought (the teachings of the Buddha)
and the best of Chinese learning (the wisdom of the Confucian sages).
Japan had not discovered these moral principles but had merely done bet-
ter than China or India at manifesting them. Since morality was universal,
Japan could learn from the West as well. As an example, Nishikawa noted
that the Dutch showed respect for their parents even though they were
unfamiliar with Confucian teachings. Clearly, all civilized peoples shared
the value of filial piety; they merely described it in different way. Thus,
Western thought, like Chinese and Indian thought, might offer Japanese
reformers insights into creating a more virtuous society.”

In this way, Nishikawa presaged the approach of Meiji reformers. His
notion of universality allowed for the adoption of European ideas without
abandoning ethnocentric pride. Western ideas were not “foreign” if they
stood to sustain Japan’s economic and moral health. Based on this cosmo-
politan chauvinism Nishikawa insisted that everyone, from the shogun
down to farmers, could benefit from Western texts.

Sorai’s writings reconciled reverence for the past with radical reform-
ism and thereby presaged Meiji-era radical nostalgia. Sorai was an ardent
classicist, acclaimed for his mastery of ancient Chinese philosophy. He
insisted, however, that the genius of the ancient sages lay in their ability to
harness human talent through political ritual. Emulating the sages meant
understanding how they adapted institutions to changing socioeconomic
conditions. The key to good governance was therefore to match policy to
social and economic conditions, not to mimic past practice. Sorai’s classi-
cism thus had a radical edge, making him a somewhat paradoxical figure.
In the 1700s, he was criticized as a Sinophile, but in the Meiji era he was
rediscovered as a Japanese utilitarian, advocating the greatest good for the
greatest possible number. In the twentieth century, the public intellectual
Maruyama Masao famously compared Sorai to Machiavelli, emphasizing
how Sorai understood politics as a field of empirical inquiry, distinct from
the moral conduct of the ruler himself. For present purposes, Sorai’s last-
ing influence is how he combined a reverence for the past with a critique
of convention. Much as the Meiji government invoked ancient Japanese
institutions in the cause of radical reform, so Sorai’s willingness to chal-
lenge convention was based on his understanding of ancient Chinese sage
kings. Thus, Sorai could recommend radical changes to Tokugawa policy
in the name of Tokugawa rule.”
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Both practically and philosophically, Yoshimune’s Kyoho reforms antic-
ipated many policies of the Meiji Restoration but on a considerably smaller
scale. Yoshimune centralized political and economic power, demanding
direct payments from daimyo and asserting greater central authority over
public works. The Meiji government eliminated daimyo entirely, replac-
ing them with centrally appointed governors, and redirected domain tax
receipts to the central treasury. Yoshimune’s tashidaka system promoted
meritocracy within the shogunal administration, giving non-heritable
benefits to qualified administrators. The Meiji reforms abolished the
Tokugawa status system completely, eliminating not only hereditary sti-
pends but also virtually all other benefits of samurai status. Government
service, including the military, became officially based solely on merit.
The Kyoho reforms focused on developing domestic substitutes for key
imports to reduce the outflow of specie. In the Meiji era, the government
intervened to promote general industrialization, subsidizing industries
from spinning to shipbuilding. The Kyoho reforms loosened restrictions
on imported books. The Meiji government loosened restriction on people
and actively sent students around the world to study foreign languages,
laws, and technologies.

The Kydho reforms were more modest, in part, because the crisis
was more modest. Yoshimune grappled with gradual economic change,
whereas the Meiji government faced the political, military, and economic
challenges of imperialism. Yoshimune’s central concern was the shogu-
nal budget deficit; once that was resolved, he could abandon some of his
less popular reforms. In 1730, for example, he canceled his sankin kotai
reforms and allowed daimyo to follow the older schedule of alternate years
in Edo.** After increasing his power and authority as a national sover-
eign, Yoshimune happily restored the status quo ante. Since he was not in
rivalry with other national sovereigns, he could afford to give power back
to the daimyo. Yoshimune’s policies were thus predicated on the stability
of the Tokugawa international order, the peaceful relationships established
in the mid-seventeenth century. Yoshimune had neither the need nor the
desire to fight a war, which tempered his appetite for power. Instead, he
focused on the more modest goal of bequeathing to his descendants a
stable and solvent regime. By that measure, he was a great success.

Beginning in the 1790s, the Japanese government faced a crisis of a dif-
ferent magnitude: establishing Japanese sovereignty in a new and hostile
international environment. Imperialism shattered the Tokugawa interna-
tional system. Japan’s intricate web of diplomatic ties made no sense to
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European statesmen. Under European international law, Ryukyu could
no longer be three things at once: Chinese, Japanese, and independent.
If Japan wanted control over Ryukyu, it would need to assert direct sov-
ereignty. The king of Korea could not be, simultaneously, the shogun’s
superior, his inferior, and his equal. The Tokugawa policy of treating Ezo
as a buffer zone also became a liability. Imperial Russia did not see Japan’s
vague northern borders as a neutral buffer but as an invitation to expand
its own empire.

The crisis of the late-Tokugawa era thus stemmed from a clash of two
radically different views of international politics. Beginning in the 1600s
European states began developing an increasingly exclusive sense of ter-
ritorial power: ideally, a single sovereign held exclusive political and legal
power over a clearly delineated territory. This doctrine is often described
as “Westphalian” and linked to the 1648 Treaty of Westphalia, but it
became dominant only centuries later.”> This European sense of power
stood in utter contrast to the interstate system developed by the states of
Northeast Asia, where powerful sovereigns kept peace by avoiding clear
borders and exclusive claims to power.”® Under the Westphalian interna-
tional order, Tokugawa policies could no longer maintain interstate peace
or secure Japanese sovereignty. On the contrary, imperialism required
that the Japanese state justify its territorial claims in a new language and
defend those claims with a new military. Shogunal reformers struggled to
meet those challenges. In the end, however, the Tokugawa regime could
not rise to the challenge. It had mastered the arts of peace but forgotten
those of war.



2

The Crisis of Imperialism

MODERN WESTERN IMPERIALISM destroyed the Tokugawa regime by
destroying its international environment. The Tokugawa government cre-
ated a peaceful international order in the early 1600s, and its domestic
policies assumed the continuation of that order. For late Tokugawa and
Meiji reformers, who faced belligerent and powerful Western militaries,
that approach to statecraft seemed dangerously naive. How had Japanese
warlords become so ill-equiped for war? In context, however, the Tokugawa
approach was entirely sensible. Until the 1800s, the West was not a mili-
tary threat and as late as the 1840s, Japanese confrontations with Western
powers were small and episodic, characterized by brief skirmishes, pri-
marily with Russian and British forces. Even after Britain defeated Qing
China in the Opium War (1839—42), it was still easy to dismiss the threat of
imperialism. By the time the Western threat became self-evident, the task
of reform seemed overwhelming. Rather than confront that challenge,
many Japanese officials embraced an increasingly desperate policy of iso-
lationism, hoped that these dangerous foreigners would simply ignore
Japan and go away.

When Tokugawa officials rebuffed Western requests for trade, they
explained that Japan had an ancient policy of national isolation, a “closed
country” (sakoku) policy. Itd6 Hirobumi referred to such an “ancient” policy
when speaking in Washington, DC, in 1871. But there was nothing ancient
about Tokugawa isolationism. On the contrary, the policy emerged only in
the 1790s and because Westerners could not understand Tokugawa diplo-
macy. Since the 1600s, Japan had avoided conflict with China and other
Asian nations by avoiding direct communication between sovereigns.
That approach had circumvented potentially explosive questions such as
whether the Tokugawa shogun was the equal of the Qing emperor. Instead
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Chinese-Japanese bilateral trade was conducted as a private affair through
the Nagasaki Chinese Translation Bureau, and trade documents (shinpai)
were scrubbed of politically fraught language. The Tokugawa were will-
ing to include Western nations in this limited form of trade: commerce
divorced from state authority. But that Tokugawa approach clashed with
the European notion that trade was directly linked to sovereign power,
later summarized by the aphorism “trade follows the flag.” When Russia
first attempted to open trade with Japan in the 1790s, negotiations fell
into this conceptual chasm. The shogunate granted the Russians a shin-
poi permit to enter Nagasaki, but the Japanese insisted that documents
be scrubbed of references to the Russian throne. The Russian side, by
contrast, was determined to impress Japanese officials with the czar’s
grandeur. Practical problems of translation exacerbated this clash of
worldviews, and the result was armed conflict rather than a peaceful trade.
Although the two sides avoided a full-scale war, the encounter deepened
suspicions on both sides. In Japan, Russian behavior was seen as evidence
that Westerners were dangerous barbarians to be kept away from Japan at
all costs. In Europe, the encounter confirmed the misapprehension that
Japan was isolated and needed to be “opened” by the West.!

These early clashes sparked a lively debate within Japan on the West
and world politics. What were Westerners doing on the other side of
the world? How did their countries work and how did their kings rule?
Examining imported books, Japanese scientists encountered the prod-
ucts of the Scientific Revolution, such as detailed anatomical and astro-
nomical texts. How had “barbarians” arrived at these new insights into
nature? Was this a distinctly Western science or a new form of universal
knowledge? This debate dovetailed with a growing sense that the Japanese
domestic order needed radical reform. The samurai estate had become a
class of indolent urban rentiers rather than a rugged martial elite. What
might restore their moral vigor? How could the samurai again become a
powerful military force? Such questions of reform struck at the core of
the Tokugawa settlement. Disarming commoners, for example, had sup-
ported domestic peace but also had weakened the Japanese nation. So had
excluding ordinary Japanese from discussions of national security. Did
strengthening Japan require challenging these founding principles? An
equally fraught question was the shogun’s relationship with the daimyo.
The shogun was responsible for the defense of Japan, but it had delegated
much of that responsibility to key daimyo. Could that domestic balance of
power be maintained while undertaking radical military reform?
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Like the more radical reforms of the Meiji era, Tokugawa-era reform-
ers justified their calls for change in terms of both the Japanese past and
the foreign present, embracing both chauvinistic nostalgia and cosmo-
politan reformism. Harkening back to Tokugawa precedents of the late
1500s, reformers called for a rural military with close ties to agriculture.
Critics also noted that Japanese warriors and traders had once roamed
across Asia: the isolation of the late Tokugawa was a recent policy deci-
sion, not a core principle of the regime. These calls for a return to origins
were coupled with calls for greater international engagement. While laud-
ing the superiority of the Japanese “spirit,” reformers advocated vigorous
cultural borrowing as a means of defending local culture. That fusion of
cosmopolitanism and chauvinism anticipated the Meiji reform efforts.

Russia, Britain, and the Foreign Threat

In the early 1770s, the Japanese political elite was suddenly wracked by
fear of the Russian Empire. The cause of these concerns had little to
do with Russian policy in East Asia but was the indirect result of Polish
nationalism. In 1771, Maurice Benyowsky, a minor Hungarian noble of
Polish and Hungarian ancestry, escaped from Kamchatka, where he had
been sent as a prisoner for his political activities. Stopping in western
Japan on his way south, Benyowsky exacted vengeance on his captors by
spreading wild rumors of an impending Russian invasion. The shogunate
quietly ordered an investigation of Benyowsky’s rumors and found them
to be false. There were no massive Russian armies ready to attack Japan.
Nonetheless, the specter of a Russian attack led a small circle of intel-
lectuals to investigate Japan's northern frontier and generated a series of
reform proposals.?

One influential report came from Kud6 Heisuke, a politically well-
connected physician. Kudo concluded that there was no threat of an
impending Russian attack, but he was convinced, nonetheless, that
Russian traders were active in Ezo. That, in turn, suggested that Matsumae
domain was concealing evidence of Russian activity. Kudo advocated a
radical change in policy: allowing trade with Russia at Nagasaki, while
promoting vigorous defense and economic development.’* Kudd’s study
caught the attention of Tanuma Okitsugu, the powerful shogunal cham-
berlain and senior councilor. Tanuma dispatched a survey team, which
learned that Matsumae officials were indeed concealing evidence of direct
Japanese contact with Russian traders. In the Kuriles and Sakhalin, the
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investigators found not only Russian traders but also Russian crosses, a
clear violation of the Tokugawa ban on Christianity.*

Tanuma was concerned with these security violations, but he was
equally intrigued by the possibility of increasing shogunal revenue
through economic development. He began plans for land reclamation in
Ezo, employing impoverished commoners, Ainu, as well as eta (lit. “much
filth”), a pariah caste. Tanuma’s plans to defend and develop Ezo by set-
tling “undesirables” foreshadowed Meiji reforms, which sought to resettle
landless commoners and displaced former samurai. Tanuma’s plan was
abandoned when he was forced from power in 1787, but concerns over
the northern frontier remained high.> Not only was the Matsumae house
leaving Japan’s northern frontier unprotected but it was also exploiting the
Ainu and provoking unrest.®

Unaware of these concerns, in 1792 the Russians sent a peaceful mis-
sion to Japan. The pretext of the expedition was to repatriate shipwrecked
Japanese sailors, but the long-range goal was trade relations with Japan.
Russian colonies in the Pacific were rich in pelts but short on grain, and
St. Petersburg hoped that trade with Japan might help remedy this prob-
lem. More broadly, the mission was part of an emerging Anglo-Russian
rivalry in the Pacific. Among the European powers, Britain was dominant
on the high seas while Russia was superior in Eastern Europe and north-
ern Asia. Those two empires clashed repeatedly in the Ottoman Empire,
Persia, and Central Asia, a struggle that Rudyard Kipling famously
dubbed “The Great Game.” In Japan, Anglo-Russian tensions did not
lead to open warfare, unlike in Afghanistan and Crimea. But British offi-
cials were concerned that a successful Russian mission might tip the bal-
ance of power in the Pacific. The British foreign secretary even sought to
get the Japanese castaways away from Russian in order to use them as
translators on Lord George Macartney’s planned mission to East Asia.
Unbeknowst to Tokugawa officials, Japan was becoming a prize in Great
Power politics.’

Despite those broader tensions, the 1792 Russian mission itself was
decidedly low-key—more of a tentative step toward closer relations than
a formal request for a treaty. Letters and gifts to the shogunate were
offered in the name of General Pihl, governor-general of Siberia, rather
than Empress Catherine. The commander of the mission was not a high-
ranking officer, but Lieutenant Adam Laxman, the son Eric Laxman, a
well-connected scientist and key proponent of the mission. The low profile
of the expedition meant that the dignity of the Russian crown was not at
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risk. Thus any progress toward a trade agreement could be celebrated as
progress.?

When Laxman arrived on 1792/9/3 (October 7) at Nemuro, Japanese
officials in Ezo were completely unprepared. Despite high-level discus-
sions of a possible Russian threat, there were no clear guidelines on
engaging a Russian envoy. Local officials requested orders from Edo, and
while waiting for a reply, they erred on the side of courtesy and generously
provisioned the expedition. After persuading the Russians to relocate to
Hakodate, the capital of Ezo, Japanese officials rebuilt a local home in
Western style, with individual rooms for the members of Laxman’s delega-
tion and a wooden floor. Laxman was showered with lavish gifts, including
teacups, lacquer trays, and three ceremonial swords.’

Behind this veneer of generosity, the shogun’s senior council debated
how to respond. After lengthy discussion the members resolved to inte-
grate Russia into Japan’s existing trading system and to treat Russia like
a Southeast Asian nation. The most commonly cited precedent in sho-
gunal debate was the Khmer kingdom, Cambodia. Viewed from Edo,
Russia and Cambodia were similar in key ways. Both were civilized people
who understood norms of good behavior. Both were polite and well man-
nered, and both seemed interested primarily in peaceful relations. Indeed,
the Russian pretense of returning Japanese castaways required that
Japan respond with corresponding gestures of goodwill. But neither the
Russians nor the Khmer could communicate freely in classical Chinese,
the common language of Northeast Asian diplomacy. That made it impos-
sible to establish state-to-state relations. The shogunate would therefore
reject direct state-to-state ties with Russia, just as it had rejected appeals
from the Khmer throne. The shogunate would, however, tolerate more
limited contacts, and it granted Laxman a single shinpai permit for entry
to Nagasaki. Following Khmer precedents, the Tokugawa were prepared to
tolerate regular, if limited, trade, so long as it did not involve formal dip-
lomatic relations. Accordingly, Laxman was instructed to go to Nagasaki
but he was also informed that Japan had an “ancient policy” limiting inter-
national relations.® No such policy existed, but this was the shogunate’s
way of conveying its rejection of state-to-state relations. Viewed from the
perspective of Western imperialism, the Tokugawa policy made no sense:
if Japan had an “ancient” policy barring new foreign relations, why did it
give Laxman a trading permit? Within a Tokugawa worldview, however,
these instructions were clear: Russians could trade in Nagasaki so long as
they minimized their connection to the Russian crown.
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Intriguingly, Tokugawa officials did not think of Russia as a “Western”
country; they emphasized the precedents of Japan's relations with
Southeast Asian countries, not with the Dutch East India Company (VOC),
Spain, Portugal, or England. For the shogunate, Laxman did not represent
the European international order. On the contrary, although Russia was a
Christian country, Japanese officials thought it could be accommodated by
the shinpai system. Russia was threatening enough to be taken seriously
but not so scary or different as to require a new international order. This
logic was lost on the Russians, who were convinced that they were “open-
ing” Japan and incorporating it into the European world order. Thus, while
the Tokugawa were comparing the Russians to the Khmer, the Russians
saw themselves in rivalry with other European powers. The Russians were
especially concerned with the Dutch, whom they imagined to be scheming
against Russian interests. This made no sense to Tokugawa officials, who
made no association between the Laxman mission and the Dutch East
India Company."

This 1792-93 encounter suggests a path not taken. Although Edo and
St. Petersburg had different long-term goals, in 1793 their interests still
overlapped. St. Petersburg may have hoped for full diplomatic relations
but would likely have been content with regular exports of grain. Edo pri-
marily wanted the Russians to go away but was prepared to allow trade
in the interests of peace. Critically, trade under the shinpai system would
have incorporated Russia into the Tokugawa system. Had Laxman pre-
sented himself in Nagasaki as a private merchant, who just happened to
be Russian, rather than as a Russian envoy, the Nagasaki administration
would have been able to fit his mission into an existing framework for
trade. Much as Japan and China had maintained peace by avoiding direct
state-to-state relations, so too might Japan and Russia have initiated lim-
ited peaceful ties. Instead, Laxman misread the shinpai as an invitation
to negotiate a treaty, and since that was beyond his rank, he returned to
Russia.”

St. Petersburg followed up on Laxman’s shinpai in 1804, but that
mission led only to discord. Working within the discourse of European
interstate relations, Russian officials assumed that Laxman’s mission
had been too unassuming and that a larger, more imposing expedition
to Japan would yield a better response. This was the reverse of Tokugawa
logic: Edo had granted Laxman a shinpai precisely because his approach
was so modest.”® Nonetheless, in 1804 St. Petersburg dispatched a
high-ranking ambassador, Nikolai Rezanov, with a letter from Emperor
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Alexander addressed directly to the shogun, or “his Tenjin-kubé Majesty,
the Autocratic Potentate of the extensive Japanese Empire.”** Such direct
state-to-state contact was exactly what the Tokugawa had hoped to avoid by
granting Laxman a shinpai permit. Rezanov’s mission shattered the hope
that the Russians might behave like the Khmer.

This clash of worldviews ended in violence. The shogunal council was
unsure how to respond to Rezanov, but after lengthy debate, isolationist
voices prevailed and the shogunate unequivocally rejected his requests.
Ancestral law, the shogunate declared, forbade both trade and diplomatic
relations with Russia. Trade itself was pernicious and was permitted only
in cases of special and preexisting relationships. Japan had tolerated two
Russian requests for trade, but henceforth Russian ships should avoid
Japan. Rezanov was to leave immediately and never return. This response
was markedly harsher than the 1793 response to Laxman. The Russians
were now unwelcome in Japan in any form."

Humiliated and vindictive, Rezanov left for Alaska, but he ordered his
subordinates to attack Japanese settlements in Ezo and Sakhalin. His hope
was that violence would force the shogunate to allow trade. In October
1806, Russian forces raided Sakhalin, looting food, salt, and sake before
setting fire to homes and ships. The following year they extended their
raids to Hakodate and the islands of Urup (J. Uruppu), Rishiri, and Iturup
(J. Etorofu), before leaving for Ohotsk with some 18,000 rubles in booty.!
In 1811, Japanese forces retaliated by capturing the Russian explorer Vasily
Golovnin, who was mapping the Kurile Islands. The Russians responded
by seizing a Japanese ship captain, Takadaya Kahei. Japan and Russia
seemed destined for war.

Ultimately, calmer heads prevailed. The Russian commander in
Ohotsk had no interest in a war with Japan; growing British naval power
in the Pacific and the Napoleonic Wars in Europe were greater priorities.
St. Petersburg explicitly disavowed the Rezanov raids, which had indeed
been conducted without official authorization. The two sides exchanged
hostages, and Russian-Japanese relations descended into a frosty peace.”
Attitudes hardened on both sides. In Japan, isolationists argued that
Westerners were uncivilized brigands but not dangerous enough to war-
rant radical reform. In Europe, the shogunate’s rejection of Rezanov
confirmed the notion that Japan was isolated. Western belligerence had
created precisely the Japanese policy it was intended to challenge.’®

Over those same years, the shogunate became alarmed by British law-
lessness and violence. On 1808/8/15 (October 4), a single British ship, the
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Phaeton, entered Nagasaki harbor and terrorized the city. The incident was
spillover from the Napoleonic Wars: with the French conquest of Holland,
Dutch ships in East Asia were seen as enemies of Britain. In an expan-
sive reading of his orders to interdict Dutch shipping, the captain of the
Phaeton, a headstrong eighteen-year-old, chose to attack the Dutch factory
in Nagasaki. Here again, Western actions reinforced the suspicion that
Westerners were lawless barbarians: he ordered the Phaeton to fly a Dutch
rather than a British flag, kidnapped the Japanese officials who approached
his ship in peaceful greeting, and then threatened to kill the hostages and
destroy all ships in the harbor if he were not provided with water and sup-
plies. The Nagasaki magistrate (Nagasaki bugyo) considered a counterat-
tack but decided to comply with British demands and then commit ritual
suicide to atone for the debacle.” As in Ezo, the conflict resolved without
full-scale war. In Nagasaki, the British commander found that there were
no Dutch ships to plunder, since the trading season was over. He took his
supplies and departed.

These two crises prompted calls for radical reform but also equally
determined defenses of the status quo. In the case of Ezo, conservatives
insisted that since the Russians had sued for peace, there was no need
for radical change. Others insisted that the Russian threat required a new
level of national mobilization. These opposing views produced an erratic
and contradictory policy toward Ezo. The shogunate began to treat Ezo
as a national security threat but then reversed itself once the immedi-
ate crisis had passed. The shogunate began increasing its authority in
Ezo after Laxman, and in 1799 it established the Hakodate magistrate’s
office (Hakodate bugys), which took control of eastern Ezo. In 1807, after
Rezanov’s raids, the shogunate assumed direct control over the entire
island.? In 1821, however, the shogunate reversed itself and restored the
Matsumae to power in Ezo. Then in 1854, after another confrontation with
Russia, the shogunate reversed itself again and reestablished direct sho-
gunal control.

The question of how to defend Ezo was particularly fraught because it
touched on deeper structural issues within the Tokugawa state system. Did
the security crisis in Ezo warrant direct intervention by the shogun? The
creation of a national military? Or could the problem be solved through a
better mobilization of daimyo armies? If Ezo was Japanese territory, then
were the Ainu, by extension, Japanese subjects? If so, shouldn’t they fol-
low Japanese customs? Could the Ainu be Japanese subjects and still fol-
low distinct and “barbaric” practices such as long, undressed hair? If Ainu
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moved freely across the Japanese-Russian frontier, how could Japanese
officials distinguish their own subjects from foreigners? Was Ainu cul-
tural distinctiveness a security threat? The border crisis thus raised ques-
tions of sovereignty and national identity.

In this way, the Russian crisis precipitated new policies on Ainu eth-
nicity. Before the 1790s, the Ainu were treated primarily as barbarians on
Japan’s northern frontier. Matsumae domain had traditionally empha-
sized the exotic, foreign, and primitive nature of the Ainu, even when
the Ainu were drawn into contract labor at Japanese-run fisheries. After
1799, however, the shogunate began looking for ways to assimilate the
Ainu as Japanese subjects.” The shogunate became involved in Ainu daily
life, encouraging the Ainu to speak Japanese, discouraging polygamy, and
promoting Japanese-style haircuts. The shogunate became concerned
with Ainu public health, mandating reports on infectious diseases such
as tuberculosis.?

The conflict with Russia also prompted a new understanding of national
territory. When Japanese explorers encountered evidence of Russian influ-
ence on the Kurile Islands, they responded by claiming the territory for
Japan. Finding Russian crosses on Iturup in 1801, for example, explorers
knocked them down and erected a signpost declaring that the island was
part of “Great Japan for as long as Heaven abides and Earth endures.” In
the absence of Russian claims, however, the same explorers were strangely
unconcerned with borders. Their signposts on Kunashiri, roughly a hun-
dred miles southwest of Iturup, listed the date and the names of the
explorers but did not mention Japanese sovereignty. The need to demar-
cate Japanese territory was thus contingent on competing foreign claims.
Furthermore, this new sense of territoriality was improvised on the ground
by the explorers themselves. There were no orders from the shogunate to
establish a northern border for the Japanese empire.”*

On the contrary, the shogunate remained commited to its long-standing
policy of reliance on daimyo authority. Even after the shogunate asserted
direct control over Ezo, it relied on daimyo domains for support. Most
of the troops in Ezo were from northeastern domains such as Hirosaki,
Akita, Morioka, Nambu, Shonai, Sendai, and Aizu. Each domain main-
tained its own systems for tactics and logistics, and those multiple systems
undermined effective coordination.”* Further, although the Matsumae
house had failed to protect Ezo, the shogunate did not seize or reduce
its holdings. In the seventeenth century, the shogunate might well have
eliminated the Matsumae house as a warning to other daimyo. In the
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nineteenth century, however, it granted the Matsumae an equivalent hold-
ing (9,000 koku) some 300 miles to the southwest, to compensate for the
loss of Ezo. The Matsumae were dismayed nonetheless since, unlike Ezo,
Yanagawa did not provide revenue from trade. Rather than celebrate the
shogunate’s leniency, they lobbied to recover their older fief. In 1821, once
the foreign crisis seemed past, the shogunate relented and returned Ezo to
the Matsumae.” The shogunate’s Ezo policy was thus firmly tied to tradi-
tions of sub-national authority.

The shogunate’s approach to Nagasaki was similarly deferential to
daimyo control. The Phaeton Incident revealed the ineffectiveness of
Nagasaki’s defenses. The port’s coastal fortifications were inadequate
and obsolete. The Phaeton had forty-nine cannons, in contrast to seven
at the nearest Nagasaki shoreline battery, and the British cannons were
much larger. Japanese observers described the ship as a “small castle.”
Nagasaki's defenses were also severely understaffed, with fewer than
sixty men guarding the harbor. In his last testament, the Nagasaki mag-
istrate blamed the neighboring domains of Saga and Fukuoka for failing
to provide troops in accordance with shogunal regulations. The domains
had, indeed, been reducing their expenses by short-staffing Nagasaki,
and the daimyo of Saga was placed under house arrest for this failure.
But the gravest problem was organizational. The Nagasaki magistrate
was responsible for the defense of the harbor but had only twenty-five
direct vassals: his charge was to mobilize the samurai of other lords, the
daimyo of Saga and Fukuoka. So diffuse was the chain of command that
it is unclear whether Saga was supposed to provide 200 men or 5,000
and whether Fukuoka should have sent troops as well. This confusion
was emblematic of the fragmented responsibility of the Tokugawa state
system, which was designed for domestic stability rather than national
mobilization.?

Remarkably, the Phaeton debacle did not lead to major institutional
reforms. After punishing the daimyo of Saga, Edo left the organization
of Nagasaki virtually unchanged. The government built additional shore
batteries, arranged a new system of warning signals, and developed a
more reliable means of identifying Dutch ships. But Fukuoka and Saga
continued to dodge expensive obligations, such as increasing stockpiles
of ammunition. At no point did Edo seriously consider taking direct con-
trol of the port region and seizing daimyo assets to supports its defense.”
Despite the inability of the existing system to defend Nagasaki, the shogu-
nate was loath to challenge daimyo privilege.
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The following years saw a series of minor encounters with European
ships. On several occasions, British ships approached Uraga, at the
entrance to Edo Bay, to request trade or supplies. In 1824, there were two
isolated skirmishes with British whaling crews who came ashore to raid
for supplies. None of these encounters resembled state-sponsored military
action. These events confirmed the notion that the solution to the foreign
crisis was isolation: peace could be maintained by scaring foreigners away
from Japanese waters. Based on this reasoning, in 1825 the shogunate
declared a newly restrictive policy on foreign contact, the so-called No Two
Thoughts Edict.® When any Western ship approached the coast, Japanese
forces were henceforth to drive it away without question, even if this
meant accidentally firing on a Dutch ship. If Westerners managed to come
ashore, they were to be imprisoned and handed over to the shogunate.
The logic behind this policy was summarized in an 1824 report on military
reform by Toyama Kagemichi, a magistrate of the exchequer. “What we
are seeing now are nothing more than pirates, wandering the world and
slipping into coastal waters to make off with whatever they can get their
hands on. They are not worthy of our fear.” There was no need, Toyama
insisted, for a massive new navy. Instead, an improved coast guard, able
to respond rapidly to incursions, would be enough to drive off and even
capture Western ships. By combining superior knowledge of local waters
with samurai spirit, Japan could defeat these simple brigands.” This was
a reasonable response to Japan’s initial confrontations with Europe, but
Toyama had no appreciation of European imperialism or state power. That
misjudgment would prove fatal to the shogunate.

If Tokugawa politics is seen as a trajectory toward the powerful Meiji
state, then these early confrontations with Western imperialism seem to
reverse that course. In both Ezo and Nagasaki, the shogunate chose not to
expand state power even though local daimyo had failed to defend Japan.
In Nagasaki, the responsible daimyo had been unable to cooperate with
each other or effectively serve the shogun. In Ezo, Matsumae domain had
not only failed at defense but had also abused the local population, violated
shogunal policy, and then concealed evidence of its own malfeasance. In
both cases, the shogunate had ample grounds to extinguish the respon-
sible domains, but instead restored the status quo ante, continuing the
overlapping political authority of the Tokugawa compound state. In con-
text, these decisions were understandable. The shogun’s key advisors were
themselves daimyo and such men were obviously disinclined to radically
curtail the powers of daimyo. And the skirmishes with the British and
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Russians did not lead to war. So long as the transnational Pax Tokugawa
could be sustained, the shogunal elite was loath to mobilize for war.

Imperialism: The Opium War and
the lenpo Crisis

Between 1839 and 1842, the British military humiliated the Qing Empire
in a conflict now known as the Opium War. Up and down the Chinese
coast, from Canton to Tianjin, British forces destroyed forts, sank junks
and warships, blockaded ports, and occupied key cities. In 1842, with
Britain poised to take the southern capital of Nanjing, the Qing sued
for peace. The resulting treaty (Treaty of Nanking, 1842) was a dramatic
indignity for China. The Qing ceded Hong Kong to the English crown
and agreed to pay 21 million silver dollars in damages, equivalent to over
500 US tons of pure silver. China opened five cities (thereafter known
as treaty ports) to residence by British subjects and in 1844 conceded
to extraterritoriality: Westerners in China would henceforth be tried in
their own courts according to their own laws. Extraterritoriality made
geopolitics palpable in everyday life well beyond the treaty ports. When
European missionaries ransacked Chinese religious sites, purging them
of Buddhist icons in the name of Christianity, the Qing could not take
legal action. In that way, the Qing’s loss of sovereign authority became
tangible for ordinary imperial subjects. The legal impunity of foreigners
made vivid the regime’s defeat.

The origins of the Opium War made China’s defeat even more painful.
The Qing had seized and destroyed the opium stockpiles of British mer-
chants in Canton. Opium was illegal in China, and Qing officials expected
Britain to respect its campaign against drug smuggling. For the British
government, however, the property rights of British subjects trumped the
right of the Qing to enforce its laws against narcotics trafficking.

The impact of the Opium War on Japanese politics was enormous.
Britain, a small island country on the other side of the world, had humbled
the most powerful kingdom in East Asia. This defeat raised both practi-
cal and philosophical questions. Had the Qing merely blundered in mili-
tary strategy? Had they failed because of internal weaknesses? Had they
failed to instill reverence and awe among ordinary Chinese? Was the cor-
rect defense to emulate Western technology? Or would the introduction of
European military tactics allow the broader infiltration of European ideas,
leading to collapse from within?
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In Japan, high-ranking officials and well-connected intellectuals learned
of China’s defeat quickly through Dutch reports. By early 1841, shogunal
officials such as Mizuno Tadakuni, head of the shogunal council of elders,
were already discussing how China’s defeat posed a threat to Japan.** But
the Tokugawa were loath to allow a broader discussion of foreign policy. In
1839, for example, the shogunate arrested for sedition a group of Nagasaki-
based scholars who had obliquely criticized shogunal foreign policy in a
privately circulated manuscript.* In 1849, Mineta Fiko was imprisoned
for publishing a history of the Opium War without authorization.*? Despite
these purges, it was impossible to contain news of such a momentous
event. By the 1860s, the details of China’s defeat were available from a vari-
ety of sources. Inexpensive woodblock prints showed the size and arma-
ments of British warships while lofty tomes analyzed China’s defeat in
classical language, replete with references to ancient history.*

Within the shogunate, the war had an immediate impact, changing the
course of an ongoing reform effort known as the Tenpd reforms (1841
43). Initially, the Tenpo reforms were unremarkable, with conventional
exhortations to reduce expenses and eliminate luxuries. Following news of
the Opium War, however, Mizuno Tadakuni, began to focus on respond-
ing to imperialism. He revoked the No Two Thoughts Edict and began
a program to improve national defense. He reorganized Edo’s defenses
based on the advice of Takashima Shiihan, an expert on Western military
methods. In 1843, he ordered the creation of the Ozutsugumi, Japan’s first
modern artillery division, and began transferring personnel from other
units. He created three new coastal defense positions, appointing magis-
trates (bugyo) in Shimoda, Haneda, and Niigata.**

In order to pay for these new initiatives, Mizuno took bold steps to
increase shogunal revenue. He increased taxes on shogunal lands and
demanded “loans” from Osaka merchants. He ordered construction of a
massive canal from Edo Bay to Inbanuma Lake. That project would have
opened new farmland and also improved Edo’s defenses by creating a new
supply route in case of a blockade by foreign ships. In 1843/6, in his bold-
est move, Mizuno asserted direct shogunal control over three regions: the
port of Niigata and two broad regions around Edo and Osaka, Japan’s two
largest cities.*

Mizuno’s claim was a bold break with precedent. The areas around
Edo and Osaka were highly fragmented by design, divided into hundreds
of territories controlled by liege vassals and minor daimyo. In case of
war, these lords were to mobilize their own retainers in defense of the
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shogunate. The small size of each parcel made it difficult to coordinate
military operations, discouraging rebellion but also undermining national
defense. Mizuno sought to replace this arrangement with direct central
control. Mizuno was prepared to compensate the displaced lords with new
territories, farther away from Edo and Osaka, but he insisted that a new
international environment demanded a new approach to national defense.
In the wake of the Opium War, Mizuno had no interest in asking dozens
of minor lords to mobilize conventional samurai battalions, with pikeman
and lancers, against British warships. Instead, by creating two newly con-
tiguous shogunal territories (roughly 2,000 sq. miles each), and defend-
ing them with state-of-the-art weapons, Tadakuni was confronting directly
the challenge of imperialism.

This boldness was Mizuno’s undoing. Daimyo and hatamoto dissented
furiously, as did commoners, who feared that they would face new levies
after the land transfers. Mizuno could not survive such deep and broad
resistance, and within two weeks he had resigned as chair of the council
of elders. The land transfer edicts were revoked and, over the next few
years, his major reforms were systematically reversed.*® The shogunate
lasted another quarter century after the resignation of Mizuno Tadakuni.
But the ability of daimyo and hatamoto to block the land transfer revealed
how the stability of the compound state precluded the creation of a nation-
state. In order to gain control over its own capital region, the shogunate
needed to challenge the traditional privileges of its allies: hatamoto and
fudai daimyo. But those long-standing allies were unsupportive of reforms
that threatened rather than enhanced their own authority. The result was
an abortive reform movement that left the regime no stronger than before.
The failure of the Tenpd reforms left the shogunate averse to further radi-
cal change. Alarmed by the level of dissent provoked by Mizuno’s efforts,
the shogun Tokugawa Ieyoshi emphasized instead the need for “harmony”
among his advisors. That mandate set the tone for the diplomatic crisis of
the 1850s. Mizuno’s successor, Abe Masahiro, understood the gravity of
the foreign threat, but he had risen to power as an advocate of broad con-
sensus. In practice this meant that the regime was paralyzed, since there
was no consensus on the most pressing issues of the day.*”’

Domestic Crises and Domain Reform

The failure of the shogunate’s Tenpd reforms was part of a broader shift
in Japanese politics. From the late 1700s onward, the more innovative
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reform efforts came from daimyo domains rather than the shogunate.
Two famous examples are the Tenpd-era reforms in Satsuma and Chosh,
the domains that toppled the Tokugawa house in 1868. In both domains,
reforms addressed long-standing fiscal problems and generated funds for
military modernization. In Satsuma, reformers repudiated the domain’s
massive debt of nearly 5 million ry6, bankrupting several Osaka merchant
houses in the process. In order to avoid future borrowing, the domain
intensified its program of sugarcane production in the Amami Islands,
squeezing cultivators and raising prices in Osaka. Combined with other
domain monopolies, this led to budget surpluses. In Chosh, the domain
took a different approach to monopolies, abolishing direct domain monop-
olies on indigo, wax, salt, sake, and cotton but selling those monopoly
rights to merchant guilds. The domains also increased revenue through
land reclamation projects and the promotion of shipping at ports such as
Shimonoseki. The political impact in both domains was similar: Satsuma
and Choshi each had the funds to purchase modern weapons in the 1850s
and 1860s.

Other domains were equally bold in confronting the challenges of late
Tokugawa society. Yonezawa, for example, sought to address samurai pov-
erty by promoting textile production in retainer households. Instead of
treating side employments as a shameful violation of samurai norms, the
government celebrated weaving for its contribution to the domain trea-
sury. The domain compared the production of high-quality cloth to brave
military service: both showed that a samurai was a loyal and stalwart vas-
sal. Samurai households commonly sold their weaving through domain-
regulated merchants. This promotion of samurai weaving presaged
Meiji policies designed to make former samurai economically produc-
tive. Ironically, Tokugawa-era hardship made Yonezawa samurai uniquely
prepared for the Meiji-era conversion of their stipends into bonds.
Compared to most samurai, Yonezawa retainers were savvy in business
and finance.*

Hirsosaki domain took an opposite approach. Rather than embrace
commodity production, the domain attempted to return to a simpler agrar-
ian economy. In the 1790s, the domain attempted to “resettle” thousands
of samurai from Hirosaki city to the countryside, where they were sup-
posed to become self-supporting farmers. The program was abandoned
after several years: rather than grow their own food, Hirosaki samurai pre-
ferred to extort it from local farmers. The domain eventually resolved its
debt problems with a less radical approach: providing tools, subsidies, and
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tax incentives to farmers who developed new cropland. Although samurai
resettlement was largely a failure, it also foreshadowed Meiji reforms. The
Meiji government attempted, with limited success, to establish samurai
farmsteads in Hokkaido.*

Behind these diverse policies was a shared sense of crisis: Tokugawa
society was out of order. In the countryside this discontent was reflected
in new forms of popular protest. Until the mid-1700s, villagers commonly
acted in concert to demand tax relief from the local government. Village
headmen led these protests, representing their farm communities to sam-
urai authority. Starting in the late 1700s, however, protesters began treat-
ing the local elite as the enemy rather than as their agents against samurai
government. Rather than target the government, farmers attacked the
property (although rarely the person) of wealthy villagers, destroying debt
records, clothing, and furniture. These sorts of protests surged after the
harvest failures of the 1780s and the 1830s.%

Underlying these new protests were changes in income and economic
relations. The growth of a commercial economy had weakened the cohe-
sion of farm villages and frayed the traditional safety net. In the rural econ-
omy of the 1600s, when most farmers grew crops primarily for their own
consumption and to pay taxes, a harvest shortfall had a common impact on
almost all farmers: less grain meant less to eat and less ability to pay taxes.
Further, enlightened self-interest mandated that larger landholders help
their poorer neighbors in times of crises. Without the help of smallholders
and tenants, a wealthy farmer could not bring in his own crop: rich farm-
ers needed the survival, and ideally the goodwill, of their poorer neighbors.
By the late 1700s, these ties had substantially weakened. In a commercial
economy, a bumper crop could be as damaging as a harvest failure since it
could force down prices. In villages where farmers purchased each other’s
goods, one household’s crisis was another’s good fortune. For example, a
drop in mulberry prices was a bane for mulberry growers but a boon to
those who bought the leaves to feed to silkworms. In addition, landlords
became less interested in their tenants’ well-being. Short-term labor con-
tracts and labor mobility undermined earlier connections between moral
obligation and enlightened self-interest. Exacerbating those tensions was
stagnation or decline in real wages. The data are fragmentary, but wage
records for the Kinai show that real farm wages grew at roughly 1.6 per-
cent per year from 1730 to 1762, but stagnated thereafter.” By the 180c0s,
real wages for both skilled and unskilled workers were falling in both the
Kanto6 and the Kinai.*
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Ordinary samurai also came under increasing economic stress. Most
samurai were paid in stipends that used rice as a currency of account, and
a gradual decline in rice prices, relative to other goods, meant a decrease
in their real income. More serious was the pressure of expectations. Urban
life and an increasing range of consumer goods drove many samurai to
borrow against future income, often at high rates. Many had their incomes
reduced when their lords “borrowed” part of their stipends. These prob-
lems were endemic to the Tokugawa system. Shimazu Yoshihiro had
lamented the deleterious effect of urban life on samurai as early as 1591,
but by the 1790s, cultural critics were describing a new level of decay: sam-
urai were not just losing their warrior vitality; they were becoming indis-
tinguishable from other classes. Rather than serving as moral exemplars
for the rest of society, samurai were manifesting the worst excesses of
greed, intemperance, gluttony, and sloth.”

In 1837, samurai disaffection and public discontent came together in
spectacular fashion when Oshio Heihachird, a shogunal retainer, led a vio-
lent protest against his own government. Oshio had served as a constable
(yoriki) in the Osaka city magistrate’s office, a position that combined, in
modern US parlance, the duties of an assistant district attorney, a munici-
pal court judge, and a police detective. He was relentless in his pursuit of
malfeasance, breaking prostitution rings and uncovering illegal religious
communities. He also developed a following as a public intellectual, and
his academy, the Pure Heart Grotto (Senshindd), attracted both samurai
and commoners. In 1830, Oshio resigned his post as constable and devoted
himself fully to education. He focused increasingly on Oyomei Learning, a
heterodox school of Confucianism that emphasized the discovery of one’s
innate moral compass. The purpose of scholarship was less about acquir-
ing knowledge than revealing inner truths, and then for the learner to act
on that wisdom. Oshio therefore experienced the shogunate’s response to
the Tenpd Famine (1834—37) as a personal moral crisis. Soaring rice prices
should have prompted the shogunate to distribute grain from relief grana-
ries, but instead the government was buying rice for upcoming shogunal
celebrations. For Oshio, it was impossible in good conscience to ignore
such malfeasance and in 1837 he rallied his followers to attack the govern-
ment he had recently served. According to Oshio’s manifesto, their goal
was to seize the assets of the wealthy, distribute it to the needy, destroy
tax records, execute greedy merchants, and bring heaven’s wrath down
upon corrupt local officials. By most standards, Oshio’s rebellion was a
failure: he was betrayed by an informant, and his followers were poorly
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trained and organized. Oshio himself fled to the countryside, where he
committed suicide to avoid arrest. But his rebellion was enough to humili-
ate the shogunate. Police commanders fell from their horses while pursu-
ing the rebels, and 20 percent of Osaka burned in the ensuing turmoil.
Across Japan, wealthy commoners were terrified by rumors that Oshio
had actually escaped was coming to their region to continue his struggle.*

Oshio’s revolt was not a harbinger of impending revolution. The
Japanese countryside did not erupt in rebellion, and disgruntled samurai
did not begin raising peasant armies. Overall, there is little evidence of
class consciousness or a coherent mass movement in the public protests
of the late Tokugawa era. On the contrary, the struggle to overthrow the
shogunate was waged between relatively small factions within the samurai
elite, a “revolution from above.” But the indirect effect of public protest was
enormous. It became impossible to ignore, in the face of widespread pop-
ular discontent, the need for fundamental social change. The most potent
impact of peasant protest was thus indirect: it undermined the samurai
estate’s faith in its own elite status. After the fall of the shogunate, ordinary
samurai were remarkably placid as the Meiji government eliminated their
hereditary stipends and stripped them of prestige. Peasant protest did not
topple the Tokugawa shogunate, but it precluded any serious defense of
the status quo. In combination with the threat of imperialism, popular
discontent thus inspired the samurai elite to dissolve itself.

Envisioning a New Japan

The reformist ideology of the Meiji Restoration was hybrid and syncretic.
The critical tropes of radical nostalgia and cosmopolitan chauvinism
appeared in rival schools across the ideological spectrum. Imperial loyal-
ists often drew inspiration from multiple distinct movements, including
orthodox Confucianism, the Sorai school, Dutch Studies, Nativism, and
Mito Studies. The Tokugawa Confucian orthodoxy emerged in the late
1700s when the shogunate endorsed a single approach to Confucian learn-
ing, an approach based on work of Zhu Xi, the prominent twelfth-century
Chinese philosopher. Many domain academies followed the shogunate’s
example, and Zhu Xi Confucianism received official support across Japan.
Government sponsorship gave Zhu Xi learning a powerful but not exclu-
sive claim to speak for Confucian learning. Ogytu Sorai's followers, for
example, continued to pursue a distinctive approach to ancient Chinese
texts, critical of Zhu Xi. The Dutch Studies (rangaku) movement began in



74 TO STAND WITH THE NATIONS OF THE WORLD

the 1700s with the study of Western scientific texts, but it later engaged
European works on history, politics, and economics. The term “Dutch
Studies” reflects the importance of the Dutch in Nagasaki as a source of
foreign knowledge, and in the 1800s, Dutch Studies scholars were sur-
prised to learn that Holland was no longer a major European power. Dutch
Studies scholars were influential in a range of fields, especially medicine
and astronomy, where they could demonstrate the empirical strength of
“foreign” knowledge.

By contrast, Nativist scholars insisted that foreign learning had cor-
rupted Japan and destroyed its indigenous culture. To recover this lost
tradition, Nativists focused on ancient Japanese texts such as the Kojiki,
which they saw as a largely untainted account of the “age of the gods”
(jindai). Compiled in 712 from oral histories and mythologies, the Kojiki
described the origins of the universe, the birth of the primordial Japanese
gods, the creation of the islands of Japan, and the descent of the gods from
heaven to rule Japan and found the Japanese imperial line. The Kojiki
was written in Japanese, rather than classical Chinese, but the orthogra-
phy employed Chinese characters nonetheless. To their dismay, Nativists
could find no purely Japanese records describing ancient Japan. But this
Nativist quest for a “purely” Japanese culture led to important advances
in philology. The scholar Motoori Norinaga, for example, pioneered the
study of Japanese grammar so as to establish the superiority of Japanese
culture. His commentary on the Kojiki made that text available for the first
time to a broad readership. When Motoori began his exegesis, the Kojiki
was as foreign to most Japanese as Beowulf was to English readers of Jane
Austen or Charles Dickens. Indeed, just as J.R.R. Tolkien and other schol-
ars of Old English searched Beowulf for the vestiges of a pre-Christian,
Celtic, “noble but heathen past,” so Motoori sought in the Kojiki a Japanese
past unsullied by Buddhist and Confucian thought.* Unfortunately for
Motoori, much of the moral and religious landscape of the Kojiki was bleak
and choatic. According to Motoori, for example, the Kojiki offered no spe-
cial reward for virtue. After death, everyone, both the wicked and the good,
descended to a netherworld of pollution and decay. Compared to Buddhist
thought, in which good works might lead to an auspicious reincarnation,
this was a grim and nihilistic view of death. Instead of a coherent moral
code, the Kojiki was full of strange mayhem: the gods desecrated each oth-
ers’ palaces with feces, performed lewd dances, quarreled, tortured, suf-
fered, and lied. Motoori himself was forced to conclude that the acts of the
gods were often incomprehensible.*
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Despite these problems, Motoori’s translation of the Kojiki transformed
Japanese thought. Before Motoori, scholars of ancient Japan had relied
primarily on the Nihon shoki, which was written in 720 in the style of a
Chinese dynastic history. Accordingly, the Nihon shoki omitted much of
the earthy, if lurid, detail of the Kojiki, such as gory accounts of fracticide
and odes to menstrual blood. After Motoori, the Kojiki was treated with
new respect, if not reverence. The impact of Motoori's work was roughly
parallel to contemporaneous rediscoveries of ancient legends in Europe.
In German lands, for example, modernized versions of the Nibelungenlied
inspired works such as Wagner’s opera series Der Ring des Nibelungen,
while in England, Alfred Lord Tennyson’s Idylls of the King was part of a
Victorian revival of interest in King Arthur. In all three cases, ancient leg-
ends of heroes and dragons became newly relevant. Legends of a common
and glorious ancient past were invoked as an antidote to a fractious and
troubling present.”

Motoori's many followers pulled his legacy in different directions.
Among the most influential was Hirata Atsutane, who turned Nativism
into a popular movement. Hirata lacked Motoori's scholarly rigor and intel-
lectual integrity, but he understood how a reinterpretation of the Japanese
gods could be connected to the life experience of ordinary farmers and
merchants. The Japanese people themselves were, according to Hirata,
descendants of the gods and their seemingly mundane lives were there-
fore suffused with sacred meaning. But in order to bring Nativism to a
broader audience, Hirata altered key aspects of Motoori’s thought. Instead
of Motoori's inevitable descent into hell, for example, he insisted that good
souls ascended to heaven.*® Remarkably, Hirata based this understanding
of the afterlife largely on Chinese accounts of Christianity, but he attrib-
uted those ideas to Shinto texts.* Hirata also promoted the stories of a
street performer, K626 Torakichi, who claimed to have flown to the moon
with tengu, mountain goblins. Hirata carefully coached Kozd, so that his
performances supported Hirata’s vision of Shinto thought.”® This show-
manship and eclecticism alarmed some of Hirata’s contemporaries, but
his imaginative writings and lectures were widely influential. > Hirata’s
cosmopolitan chauvinism allowed him to coopt foreign intellectual tradi-
tions while insisting on the cultural superiority of Japan. He argued, for
example, that Chinese, Indian, or Dutch learning became indistinguish-
able from Japanese learning when used to help Japan.>?

Mito Studies (Mitogaku), sponsored by Mito domain, fused Nativist
ideas with a more conventional approach to Confucian learning. Mito
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scholars, for example, revered the Japanese emperor as a descen-
dant of the ancient gods, but they discussed his virtue with references
to Confucian texts. Starting in the 1600s, scholars in Mito began work
on a massive history of Japan modeled on Chinese dynastic chronicles.
Unlike Nativists, who struggled to write in “pure” Japanese, Mito schol-
ars such as Fujita Toko and Aizawa Seishisai commonly wrote in classi-
cal Chinese, the established language of scholarship. Mito Studies had a
xenophobic aspect: Fujita Toko helped coin and promote the motto “revere
the emperor, expel the barbarian” (sonné joi). Nonetheless, Mito thinkers
were often pragmatic on issues such as the adoption of Western technol-
ogy. Mito domain was a branch domain of the Tokugawa house, and this
produced one of the great ironies of nineteenth-century Japanese thought.
The revival of imperial power was promoted by the Tokugawa family. The
daimyo of Mito were descendants of a younger son of the first shogun.
Mito scholars were convinced, however, that reverence for the emperor
could only enhance Tokugawa authority. Japanese emperors had reigned
but not ruled for centuries, and Mito scholars had no expectation that this
would change.*

Late Tokugawa discourse was shaped by rivalries between these fac-
tions, but the antecedents of Meiji reformist thought appeared across
these schools as rival thinkers began to endorse similar reform proposals.
Three distinct thinkers, for example, proposed mobilizing commoners for
national defense: Hayashi Shihei, Sat6 Nobuhiro, and Téyama Kagemichi.
Hayashi Shihei was an iconoclastic author, influenced by Dutch Studies
and the Sorai School. In the 1780s and 1790s, he argued that the strict
separation of samurai and commoners had led to Japan’s military decline.
Japan needed to return to the military traditions:

The essence of the samurai is no different from that of today’s farm-
ers. This is because ancient samurai all lived in the countryside, and
those who had a lot of land supported many vassal followers. When
leaving for battle, they, of course, took their vassals, and they also
trained farmers as troops.>*

Hayashi also warned of an imminent Russian attack and called for a mas-
sive new navy and the settlement of Ezo. His outspokenness exceeded
the shogunate’s tolerance for public dissent: in 1792/5 his book was
banned and Hayashi himself was put in jail, where he died of illness a
year later.
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In 1823, Satd Nobuhiro proposed a still bolder plan for territorial
expansion. Sato was influenced by both Dutch Studies and Nativism, and
his work reflects a passionate belief in the uniqueness of the Japanese
emperor. In A Secret Plan for World Unification (Kondo hisaku), Satd pro-
posed nothing less than Japanese control of the entire world, beginning
with China and Korea.” That would require a new military, and Sato had
no patience for traditional status distinctions. Not only did he advocate a
conscript army drawn from all able-bodied men but he also planned to
merge daimyo domains into larger administrative units. The new south-
western region of Ohama, for example, would have 3 million people and
roughly 600,000 men between twenty and fifty years of age. Selecting
only the strongest, Satd projected 60,000 recruits from Ohama. His ideas
attracted the attention of Mizuno Tadakuni and likely inspired Mizuno’s
plan to reallocate daimyo territory. >

Writing in 1824, Toyama Kagemichi dismissed such radical plans as
absurd: he explicitly described Hayashi's thinking as “noxious.” A steadfast
shogunal servant, Toyama rose through the ranks of the establishment,
from page in Edo Castle to magistrate of Nagasaki and then to magistrate
of the exchequer. He was not inclined to dismantle a political system that
had served him so well. Nor was Toyama convinced that Japan was facing
an impending Western invasion. The main threat, he argued, was from
whaling ships in search of fresh water and supplies. Japan simply needed
a better coast guard.

Nonetheless, Toyama, like Satdo and Hayashi, advocated mobilizing
commoners in defense of Japan. He proposed using fishing boats as a
coast guard fleet. Samurai and fisherman would work together in joint
units: the fisherman would sail the ships while the samurai would hide
below deck to avoid detection. Western ships would ignore these ordinary-
looking boats, and the element of surprise would allow Japanese forces to
board and seize the foreign vessels. Within each coastal division, fishermen
and samurai would wear matching colors to mark them as members of the
same force.”” Hayashi, Sato, and Toyama disagreed on the very nature of
Japan’s foreign crisis. They agreed, however, that ordinary Japanese men,
not just samurai, would be needed to defend the realm.

As precedent for the mobilization of commoners, nineteenth-century
thinkers looked to Japan’s past. Hirata Atsutane, for example, extolled the
martial exploits of Hamada Yahyoe, a Nagasaki-based merchant who skir-
mished with the Dutch on Taiwan in the 1620s.”® Hamada refused to pay
Dutch levies, and when the Dutch seized his ships he retaliated by taking
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Peter Nuyts, the colonial governor, hostage. The Dutch returned Hamada’s
ships and later extradited Nuyts to Japan, where he was held under house
arrest from 1632 to 1636.* Hamada’s exploits, Hirata declared, showed
that Japanese warriors were once feared throughout the world.

Hamada was also celebrated by Koga Toan, an instructor in the Shoheikd,
the shogunate’s Confucian academy. In a treatise on foreign policy, Koga
explicitly cited Hamada as a model for the shogunate: Hamada had put
terror in the hearts of the Dutch and extended the authority of the impe-
rial house. The shogunate should take his actions as a guide, build new
warships, and study naval tactics.®® Hirata and Koga represented strikingly
different schools of thought: Zhu Xi Confucian orthodoxy and Nativism.
But they agreed that Japan needed men like Hamada, brave commoners
ready to fight Europeans.

Such diverse support for arming commoners helps explain the relative
ease with which conscription was introduced in the Meiji era. The idea
of incorporating commoners into military units had been discussed for
decades and was no longer radical. In practice, however, joint samurai-
commoner battalions faced serious problems. In the Chésha civil war
(1864—65), for example, rebel samurai found it easy to recruit commoners,
but those soldiers were quick to betray their officers, denouncing them
as “lousy ronin.”®! This reflected the deeper challenge of late Tokugawa
politics. What would replace the traditional status system? What new ideas
and practices would hold together Japanese state and society?

The seminal work in this quest for a national ideology was Aizawa
Seishisai's New Theses (Shinron, 1825). Aizawa, a prominent Mito Studies
scholar, grappled directly with nature of European power: why were
European countries able to conquer so much of the world? For Aizawa, the
answer lay in religion. Through the “evil and base” doctrine of Christianity,
European countries destroyed their enemies from within. Preaching
a deceitful doctrine, they induced people around the world to serve for-
eign masters. The solution, asserted Aizawa, was to invoke the Japanese
emperor and unite the “hearts” of the Japanese people. In ancient Japan,
civil and military elites and common people were united in their rever-
ence for the emperor. Japan needed to restore this sense of unity. Aizawa
emphasized the importance of rituals, such as the Daij6sai enthronement
ceremony and annual harvest ceremonies. Although commoners did not
witness such ceremonies directly, they participated through their offerings
to the court. According to Aizawa, “in the autumn of each year when the
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grain ripened, His Majesty offered some of it to the gods as a symbolic
act of thanksgiving and afterward, consumed it with His people. At such
moments everyone in the realm was made to realize that the grain they
consumed derived from Amaterasu’s original rice seeds, and they stood
in awesome veneration of Her will.”® For Aizawa, belief in the emperor
could create national unity and prevent subversion from abroad: “When
the people are taught simply to revere Amaterasu and Her Divine Imperial
Line, their allegiances are undivided and they are blind to all heresies.
Thus we achieve both spiritual unity among the people and the union of
Heaven and man.”®®

Aizawa’s work was empirically flawed but also prescient. Aizawa
thought that Christianity united the nations of Europe into a single coher-
ent force. He thus conflated Christianity, nationalism, and imperialism.
But he astutely understood the need for a new Japanese ideology, some-
thing that could unite the Japanese people. Aizawa’s thinking thus encom-
passed a powerful tension: he was repulsed by Christianity but enthralled
by its power. His vision of Japanese religion was thus both retaliation and
imitation. “We must transform [the Western barbarians] by appropriat-
ing the very methods that they now seek to use to transform us.”** The
only way to resist the West was to emulate the West, using religion for
mass mobilization. Cosmopolitan chauvinism led Aizawa to appreciate
European statecraft.

A similar process led Satd Nobuhiro to endorse European science. In
his study The Pillar of Heaven (Tenchiiki, 1825), Satd synthesized European
astronomy with Japanese creation myths. Like Hirata, whose writings he
respected, Satd was adamant in his desire to reconcile Japanese mythology
with scientific observation. Unlike Hirata, Satd was empirically scrupu-
lous and his description of the cosmos was based on up-to-date European
texts. The Pillar of Heaven, for example, featured a universe with seven
planets revolving around the sun in elliptical orbits. Those planets each
rotated on their own axes, and the Earth’s axis of rotation was tilted twenty-
three degrees, causing the seasons. Days and years on each planet varied
occurring to speed of rotation and revolution. Many planets, not only the
earth, had moons.*

For Satd, this European knowledge was incomplete without Japanese
insight. While Europeans could explain the mechanics of the planetary
motion, only Japanese creation myths could explain the origins of the
universe and the unseen forces behind it. What, Sato asked, brought the
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planets into being and why are they in motion? The answer lay in the
actions of Izanagi and Izanami, the two primordial deities who created
the world when they thrust a jeweled spear into a sea of brine. The gods
stirred the brine and when they lifted the spear, “the brine dripping down
from the tip of the spear piled up and became an island.”® For Sato, the
rotation of the planets was a logical consequence of the gods stirring the
primordial brine. The shape of the orbits was also explained by ancient
texts. Satd connected the elliptical orbits of planets with the words “chaotic
mass like an egg” from the opening of the Nihon shoki: “like an egg,” for
Satd, meant egg-shaped or elliptical.”

Through such generous readings, Satd was able to make Japanese
mythology uniquely compatible with modern astronomy. Unlike Greek,
Roman, Persian, and Egyptian myths, Japanese texts alone could account
for the inherent motion of the universe. Even the Bible, which Sato refer-
enced elliptically, could not explain the mysteries of the cosmos.®® Satd’s
cosmopolitan chauvinism allowed him to claim that there was nothing
“foreign” about Western science. On the contrary, European science was
more Japanese than European.®

Finally, cosmopolitan chauvinism and radical nostalgia appear in the
work of Tadano Makuzu, one of a handful of women to write on political
issues in the Tokugawa era. As a woman, Tadano worked at the margins
of Tokugawa public life, although she grew up in an intellectually vibrant
home. Her father, Kudo Heisuke, was a well-informed and well-connected
physician, deeply involved in studies of Russia and Ezo. Tadano’s work
reflects what she learned in her father’s home. She was uncommonly
familiar with European customs, although she never formally pursued
Dutch Studies. Tadano’s knowledge of formal philosophy was also lim-
ited: as a woman, she learned to read Japanese but not classical Chinese.
Nonetheless, her unique voice received both acclaim and approbation.
The famous author Takizawa Bakin was both dazzled and repulsed by her
“manly spirit.” He praised her talents, then refused to help her publish,
and still later lamented the end of their correspondence.”

Like Sato and Aizawa, Tadano was fascinated by Japanese mythology,
especially the Kojiki. She discerned in these texts a challenge to conven-
tional gender roles: Amaterasu, the Sun Goddess, was a woman. So was
Empress Jingi, who conquered the Korean peninsula while pregnant.
“Why, then,” asked Tadano, “can’t we be ambitious even though we are
women?” For Tadano, the present status of women in Europe seemed
to recall their status in ancient Japan. In Russia, she reported, bride and
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groom took identical public marriage vows, declaring that they are “of the
same mind.” Since the vows were equal, infidelity was considered a seri-
ous crime for both genders. European women also seemed to have greater
intellectual opportunities, such as the chance to study medicine: “In a
book that came from a Western country,” wrote Tadano, “I saw a [picture
of a] woman about to perform a dissection.””!

Tadano crafted her fragmentary knowledge of Europe into a critique
of Japanese society. As the daughter of a mid-ranking samurai house-
hold, Tadano lamented both reckless spending by samurai and the grow-
ing power of urban merchants. Neither problem, she insisted, existed in
Russia. Russian merchants worked to enrich the realm, not to increase
their own wealth through petty schemes. And Russian nobles did not
squander their income, as with sankin kétai in Japan. “Not even the most
prominent officials have retinues,” Tadano insisted, only the czar. “I feel
envious,” she proclaimed, “when I consider the customs of Russia.”
Much like Saté and Aizawa, Tadano insisted that the emulation of for-
eign customs could advance the rediscovery of Japanese virtue. Japanese
creativity was exceptional, Tadano declared, but it was most evident in
the stagecraft of kabuki theater. What would happen, she wondered, if
this spirit of innovation were directed toward the common good? Kabuki
theater was mesmerizing because actors and musicians worked together
united by a common rhythm. What if this spirit of unity were invoked
to benefit the country as a whole?? Like Aizawa, Tadano thought that
European models could enhance rather than efface the unique strengths
of Japanese culture.

What united the disparate writings of Satd, Aizawa, and Tadano was the
shared sense that the contemporary West could help restore a lost Japanese
past. For Aizawa, the political uses of Christianity in Europe suggested
how the shogunate might revive the lost virtues of ancient Japan. For Satd,
European science and Japanese mythology were mutually reinforcing, and
the combination of the two would lead to unprecedented prosperity and
power. For Tadano, the West offered examples of how ambition and inge-
nuity might be harnessed for the common good, restoring a lost sense of
Japanese harmony. Satd, Aizawa, and Tadano were all prescient in sug-
gesting the need for radical change, but their influence unfolded gradually
and erratically. Aizawa’s Shinron, for example, was revered by anti-foreign
radicals in the 1850s and 1860s, although by 1862 Aizawa himself had
concluded that treaties with the Western powers were inevitable. Tadano
was largely unknown until the twentieth century, but modern Japanese
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feminists would echo her invocation of Amaterasu in the name of wom-
en’s rights. More than any specific policies, what these thinkers pioneered
were the themes of cosmopolitan chauvinism and radical nostalgia. By
reconciling the celebration of ancient Japanese past with the emulation of
the West, they prefigured the central motif of the Meiji Restoration.



3

Reform and Revolution

FROM 1844 TO 18068, Japanese leaders struggled to create a new govern-
ment while preserving core elements of the political status quo. They
failed. Responding to Western imperialism required national mobiliza-
tion, but the great success of the Tokugawa dynasty had been avoiding
war, and thereby the need for such mobilization. On the contrary, institu-
tions such as sankin kétai were designed to weaken the daimyo rather
than enlist them as powerful allies in national defense. At a more abstract
level, it was difficult to legitimize the Tokugawa system in the modern
international order. With two sovereigns (shogun and emperor) and hun-
dreds of daimyo, Japan did not look like a nation-state to the imperialist
powers. Viewed from the West, the Tokugawa order was both militarily
weak and politically backward. Tokugawa reformers thus faced two irrec-
oncilable demands: maintaining the status quo; at the same time crafting
a new political system compatible with emerging international standards.

Tokugawa efforts to confront imperialism failed, but they paved the
way for the later reforms. The Meiji Restoration is sometimes described as
a struggle by progressive imperial loyalists against a hidebound and back-
ward shogunate. It was not. On the contrary, when the shogunate fell in
1868, many Westerners observers were concerned that the new Meiji gov-
ernment would be more xenophobic and insular than the old regime. By
1867, there were striking similarities between those struggling to save the
shogunate and those seeking to overthrow it. Both factions were openly
committed to a new state based on the sovereignty of the emperor. Both
invoked radical nostalgia to challenge conventional status distinctions,
using the distant past as a critique of the present. Both invoked cosmopoli-
tan chauvinism to urge the adoption of Western practices in military, eco-
nomic, and political reform. As a result, although the Meiji government
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publicly lambasted the Tokugawa regime for its failings, many former-
Tokugawa vassals became prominent Meiji government reformers.

Despite the similarities, unlike the new Meiji government, Tokugawa
reformers were always constrained by the Tokugawa settlement. If the
privileges of low-level samurai status could be ignored, why not those
of mid-level samurai as well?> And what of the privileges of the daimyo
themselves? How could reformers launch a contained attack on ascriptive
status? In order to change but not destroy the Tokugawa order, reformers
looked back to the late 1500s and early 1600s, when social classes were
more fluid. That allowed them to call for greater society mobility since joint
battalions, with samurai commanding commoners, could be explained as
a return to the practices of the early 1600s. But Tokugawa-era reformers
needed to approach hereditary privilege with caution, lest they threaten
the entire political order. By contrast, the new imperial government could
explicitly challenge hereditary privilege with precedents from the seventh
and eighth centuries. An imperial restoration could sweep away all heredi-
tary privileges except those of the monarchy.

Unable to directly confront hereditary warrior status, Tokugawa reform-
ers attempted to cobble together a nation-state out of conventional political
structures. But here, too, their efforts met the constraints of the Tokugawa
settlement. The early shoguns had chosen to exploit daimyo rivalries rather
than crush the daimyo entirely. Those tensions made it difficult for the
shogunate and the daimyo to cooperate on national mobilization. The sho-
gunate wanted daimyo to assume responsibility for national defense while
the Tokugawa remained preeminent in political authority. Many daimyo
responded by pleading financial hardship or otherwise seeking to avoid
the burdens of national defense. But the shogunate was equally threatened
by the alternative prospect: daimyo ambition. Satsuma and Chosha, for
example, actively embraced military reforms, thereby creating powerful
new armies. In 1868, they used these against the shogunate.

An equally troublesome tension was the rivalry between different fac-
tions of daimyo. In the name of national unity, the shogunate moved
against a long-standing distinction among the daimyo. It solicited the
support of tozama daimyo, lords whose ancestors had opposed or only
begrudgingly allied with Tokugawa leyasu, the first Tokugawa shogun.
By tradition, tozama lords were excluded from shogunal affairs. This
displeased the fudai, the descendants of Tokugawa leyasu’s close vas-
sals. Attempts to create a national council of daimyo foundered on these
tensions. Compounding this problem was the character of the daimyo
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themselves. In the words of the historian Conrad Totman, “these lords
were men raised in situations where they were accustomed to having advi-
sors, not peers, and they seem to have found sustained political give-and-
take very difficult when it involved making hard choices.”® Ernest Satow,
translator for the British legation, was more blunt. He described Japan’s
daimyo as “high-born dummies” whose intellect “was nearly always far
below par.”?

Despite these challenges, Tokugawa reforms anticipated many of the
major changes of the Meiji era. Daimyo councils, for example, presaged
the creation of a national legislature, and by the 1860s the idea of a broadly
based assembly was unremarkable. In 1867, as part of the Tokugawa sur-
render, the last shogun agreed to resign and cede power to a bicameral
assembly. The upper house would comprise court nobles, daimyo, and
elite samurai while the lower house would include ordinary samurai and
commoners. The last reform proposals of the Tokugawa era thus antici-
pated Meiji-era calls for broadly representative assemblies.

There were parallel moves to challenge other hereditary distinctions,
such as the samurai monopoly on military service. The Tokugawa began
experiments with close-order drill in 1862, and by 1867 it was assembling
a large modern army, trained with the help of French advisors. The sho-
gunate steadily replaced its conventional forces with infantry battalions
of conscripted commoners, armed with modern rifles. Several of the sho-
gunate’s most ardent reformers went on to serve the Meiji government.
Anti-shogunal domains were equally active. In Choshi, for example,
reformers created joint commoner-samurai battalions (kiheitai) in 1863.
The commanders were samurai but the soldiers were a mix of common-
ers, often the younger sons of wealthy farmers. Those battalions cut across
conventional status distinctions and drilled in Western style with modern
firearms.? The kiheitai were a direct precedent for Meiji reforms. Yamagata
Aritomo, founder of modern Japanese army, was a kiheitai commander,
and kiheitai forces fought against the Tokugawa in the key battles of the
Meiji Restoration. Satsuma also introduced Western-style close order drill
with imported weapons, although with less social leveling. Roughly a third
of Satsuma men were samurai, in contrast to roughly & percent in Chéshd,
so military reform in Satsuma broke down distinctions within the samurai
estate rather than the distinction between samurai and commoner.*

These challenges to conventional hierarchies paved the way for the
more radical reforms of the Meiji government. By 1868 there was a
broad consensus that the political order was broken beyond repair. As a
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result, there were remarkably few defenders of the old regime. Tokugawa
Yoshinobu (also known as Keiki, 1837-1913), the last shogun, actively con-
tributed to the dismantling of the Tokugawa system. He resigned the post
of shogun and peacefully surrendered Edo Castle. While there were calls
for a punitive peace, he was allowed a quiet and comfortable retirement
in a Tokyo villa. Yoshinobu died not in prison or in battle but of old age in
1913, wealthy and honored by the Meiji government. Many daimyo were
equally cooperative, and most were relieved when the Meiji state granted
them generous pensions while stripping them of political power. Only the
abolition of samurai stipends in 1876 sparked widespread resistance, but
that gave the new government nearly a decade to consolidate its power.
In that way, both the successes and the failures of the late Tokugawa era
paved the way for Meiji reformers. Tokugawa-era reformers broke down
resistance to change by insisting on the need to adopt Western-style insti-
tutions and to challenge local traditions. But no amount of reform could
turn the Tokugawa order into a Japanese nation-state. That failure legiti-
mized the destruction of the old regime.

Abe Masahiro and the Quest for National Unity

After the fall of Mizuno Tadakuni in 1844, national politics was led by Abe
Masahiro, the daimyo of Fukuyama and shogunal senior counselor. Abe’s
mandate was to avoid the open confrontation of the shogunate’s Tenpd
reforms. Instead, he consulted broadly with the daimyo and sought to coax
and flatter powerful lords into new forms of cooperation. Abe’s boldest
move was to try to assemble a team of rivals. In particular, he sought the
advice and counsel of two strikingly different lords: Tokugawa Nariaki,
the former daimyo of Mito, and Shimazu Nariakira, son of the daimyo of
Satsuma. These two men disagreed on much. Nariaki was a xenophobe
and an iconoclast. His domain academy, the Kodokan, was founded on
the motto “revere the emperor, expel the barbarian.” He sought to purify
Japan of foreign influence, including the “alien” faith of Buddhism: dur-
ing his reign, dozens of temples in Mito were ransacked and destroyed.
Throughout the 1850s and 1860s Nariaki insisted that Japan’s key fail-
ing was its spiritual weakness: imperial loyalty and samurai valor were
as important as acquiring new military technologies. Nariakira, by con-
trast, was a Europhile and technophile. He used Roman letters in his per-
sonal journals as a means of encrypting sensitive passages. He installed a
telegraph system in Kagoshima Castle, running from the castle keep to a
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nearby tea arbor. Beyond such novelties, Nariakira was an early exponent
of state-promoted industrialization. In 1851, he ordered the construction
of a factory complex at Iso. Beginning with smelting, the complex eventu-
ally manufactured products as diverse as glass, farm tools, land mines,
nitrocellulose cotton, leather goods, and steel. Small-scale experiments
ranged from photography to sugar refining. At its peak the complex had a
fifty-ton (48,000 kg) reverberatory furnace and employed over a thousand
workers.®

Nariaki and Nariakira shared several key traits despite their politi-
cal differences. Both were esteemed, if not revered, by their supporters,
which made them valuable to Abe. Both were politically ambitious but,
by convention, excluded from shogunal office. The Shimazu were tozama
daimyo and were therefore traditionally excluded from shogunal offices.
The Tokugawa of Mito were a gosanke family, one of the three houses
descended from Tokugawa Ieyasu’s younger sons. As such they could sup-
ply a shogunal heir if the main line failed. At the same time, the Tokugawa
of Mito were barred from key shogunal offices, much like the Shimazu.
Finally, both Nariaki and Nariakira needed help from Abe. In Satsuma,
Nariakira was embroiled in a bitter succession dispute with his half-
brother, Hisamitsu. In Mito, Tokugawa Nariaki needed political rehabilita-
tion: he had been forced to retire as daimyo and confined to his residence
in 1844 because of his radical policies during the Tenpo reforms.

Abe advanced the political careers of both men. He had Nariaki released
from house arrest and then arranged the marriage of one of Nariaki’s sons
to a daughter of the shogun.® In Satsuma, Abe intervened in local poli-
tics, forcing Shimazu Nariakira’s father, Narioki, to step down and yield
the domain to Nariakira.” These actions made Shimazu Nariakira and
Tokugawa Nariaki figures of national importance. Unfortunately, neither
lord repaid Abe with steadfast support. Nariakira made a few shows of
deference and cooperation. In 1854, for example, Satsuma completed work
on Japan’s first Western-style warship. In a show of respect and support,
Nariakira offered the ship to the shogunate, which used it as a training ves-
sel.® But on crucial questions such as trade in Ryukyu, Nariakira continued
to favor Shimazu interests over Tokugawa. In Mito, Nariaki was still more
difficult. Restored to national prominence, he became an outspoken critic
of shogunal policy. With his prestigious bloodlines, Nariaki envisioned
himself as Abe’s partner rather than his supporter.

Abe faced different but equally frustrating challenges with traditional
power holders, such as the hatamoto and fudai daimyo. The fudai domains
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of Oshi and Hikone, for example, were eager to accept shogunal largess
but less interested in expending their own funds on coastal defense. In
general, the shogunal administration was unenthusiastic about military
reform. The shogun’s coastal defense office (kaibo-gakari), for example,
argued that it was pointless to build a Western-style sloop, since a Japanese
copy “could in no way compete in combat with foreign warships.” Even
proponents of reform were daunted by the cost. The Uraga magistrates,
Toda Ujiyoshi and Asano Nagayoshi, knew that Japan needed Western war-
ships and favored extensive military preparations. But they were dismayed
by the cost of a comprehensive military modernization. Developing a new
navy would take many years, and in the interim, the shogunate could only
hope that Western warships did not come. Toda and Asano’s combination
of urgency and resignation illustrates elegantly the internal contradictions
of shogunal rule. The costs of rebuilding Japan’s military were the “duty of
the shogun’s house,” but the shogun, with a regional income base, could
not provide for national defense.!

Until 1852, the hope that the foreigners could be easily rebuffed was
plausible, if optimistic. Those who opposed expensive new weapons could
point to a series of recent skirmishes. In 1837, a US merchant ship, the
Morrison, entered Uraga Bay with the goals of repatriating Japanese cast-
aways, opening trade relations, and spreading Christianity. The ship fled
after Japanese coastal batteries opened fire. In 1846, US Commodore
James Biddle anchored two warships at the mouth of Edo harbor and
requested a trade treaty. His letter was received, but when the shogunate
refused both trade and diplomatic relations, Biddle left quickly and peace-
fully. Those events made it possible to discount news of the Opium War.
Perhaps the “Western barbarians” were focused on China and uninter-
ested in Japan.

In 1852, however, the Nagasaki magsitrate received an alarming report
from the Dutch: the United States was sending a large squadron to Edo
to demand a treaty." The Dutch warning was explicit: “The United States
of North America can stand with the mightiest nations of Europe. This
means the fleet consists of exceptional steam and sailing ships!” The
United States would not go away quietly: “If the question [of opening
ports] must be decided with weapons, a long and bloody conflict is a fore-
gone conclusion.”"

Even this report could not break the logjam in Edo. Abe relayed the
warning to select daimyo, but to little effect. Skeptics argued that the
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Dutch were merely spreading wild rumors in the hope of improving their
own position. As a result, preparations for Perry’s mission were more
administrative than military. Abe secretly approved Satsuma’s request to
build a Western-style warship. He promoted Kawaji Toshiakira, a samurai
official of humble origins but great talent, to the lofty position of magsi-
trate of the exchequer. Toda Ujiyoshi, the Uraga magistrate, was given a
more honorable seat in Edo Castle, symbolically emphasizing the defense
of Edo Bay. But more substantive changes were beyond Abe’s grasp. His
strategy of compromise had deepened rather than resolved a domestic
political impasse.”

Perry’s arrival in Uraga Bay on1853/6/3 (July 8) dismayed the shogunate
and startled many ordinary Japanese. American accounts, however, often
mischaracterize the event, exaggerating Japanese amazement at Western
technology. “Martians landing in spaceships with gamma ray guns could
not have caused more of an uproar,” reads one popular history.” These
descriptions of shock and awe reflect how Perry hoped to overwhelm the
Japanese with Western technology. But in Japan, many were more curi-
ous than astonished by Perry’s machines. Having examined translations
of gunnery manuals, for example, Japanese military experts were eager
to see American cannon firsthand and they exhausted Perry’s staff with
detailed and exacting questions.” Perry’s two steamships made a striking
impression as they billowed smoke and sailed into the wind. But local mil-
itary experts had been studying steam engines for years, so the technology
was well known, if only in the abstract.’® Similarly, ordinary samurai were
more curious than terrified by the foreigners and their weapons. After the
formal reception of President Millard Fillmore’s letter of state on 1853/6/9
(July 14), both Japanese and American soldiers broke ranks to mingle and
examine each other’s weapons.” Edo townsmen did not flee in panic but
gathered on the shore and rented sightseeing boats to observe the foreign-
ers more closely.”®

Perry’s mission to Japan was momentous, but not for its immediate
shock value. Indeed, when Perry departed peacefully on July 15 (1853/6/10),
Abe seemed to have averted a crisis. But Perry’s mission sparked a race
among the Western powers to conclude treaties with Japan. The Russian
envoy, Admiral Putiatin, reached Nagasaki in late August 1853. He had hoped
to beat Perry to Japan but was delayed by technical problems. A British
squadron arrived the following year. The scope of Western demands also
steadily increased. When Perry returned to Edo in 1854, the shogunate
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FIGURE 3.1 Japanese Depiction of Perry. Library of Congress.

agreed to the Convention of Kanagawa. It provided for the resupply of US
ships and opened two ports, Shimoda and Hakodate, to minimal trade.
Russia was allowed similar terms in Hakodate, Shimoda, and Nagasaki. But
the Western powers wanted more: extensive trade (with tariffs set by the
Western power), diplomatic recognition, and treaty ports with extraterrito-
riality. Beginning in 1856, the United States began demanding an unequal
treaty with Japan similar to its treaty with Siam. Like China, Japan directly
confronted the contradiction between the ideals of Western international
law and the practice of imperialism: all states were equal, except for those in
the vast “uncivilized” reaches of the non-European world.”



Reform and Revolution 91

FIGURE 3.2 Photograph of Perry, c. 1855. Library of Congress.

The crisis of imperialism was most clear at Japan’s periphery. Under
the Northeast Asian international system, the Tokugawa had left Japan’s
borderlands lightly defended and underdeveloped, with a loose sense of
boundaries and territoriality. That approach had ensured peace with the
Sho, the Qing, and the Yi. But under the European international order,
such vague borders invited the use of force. In Ryukyu, for example, Perry
was openly belligerent. In late July 1853, he demanded that Ryukyu provide
land for a coal depot. When the king’s regent refused, Perry threatened
to send troops and occupy the Ryukyuan royal palace. The king promptly
complied. Perry’s threat of force exceeded his official instructions but not
the broader logic of his mission. An influential supporter of his mission,
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Aaron Haight Palmer, had explicitly advocated the seizure of either Ezo or
Ryukyu.? Perry himself defended the possible seizure of Ryukyu as an “act
of humanity . . . to protect these miserable people against the oppression
of their tyrannical rulers.” US intervention in Ryukyu would also force the
government of Japan “to some sort of reason.”*!

Perry’s actions the following year were still more destabilizing. In July
1854, he negotiated a treaty between the United States and Ryukyu provid-
ing for “unrestricted travel and free trade for American citizens through-
out all Ryukyu.” This was vastly more intrusive than the US treaty with
the shogunate, the Convention of Kanagawa.? Even more disturbing, the
treaty opened up the question of the sovereign status of the Ryukyu. Under
the Tokugawa-Qing implicit entente cordial, the Tokugawa had concealed
their control over Ryukyu from the Qing, and the Qing, in return, had
ignored evidence of Japanese influence. Could Perry’s treaty with Ryukyu
be reconciled with this arrangement?

Ryukyuan officials desperately sought to maintain the Tokugawa-Qing
status quo. The US-Ryukyu treaty was drafted in English and Chinese, but
not Japanese, and dated according to the Gregorian and Qing calendars.
Thus, the Sho continued to conceal Japanese influence. But Perry understood
that Ryukyu was under de facto Japanese control. This situation was poten-
tially explosive under the European international system. If the Tokugawa
allowed the Sho to conclude treaties independently, then the Western pow-
ers could cite the logic of European international law and claim that Japan
had ceded sovereignty over Ryukyu.”® If, instead, Edo insisted that treaties
involving Ryukyu required shogunal approval, then they would be offending
the Qing and rupturing a centuries-old multi-lateral arrangement. European
notions of international law and territoriality thus required conflict between
the Tokugawa, the Sho, and the Qing. The shogunate now had to conform to
the European world system, either as aggressor or as victim.

There was a nearly simultaneous crisis at the shogunate’s northern bor-
der. On 1853/8/30 (October 2), news reached Edo that Russia was building
a fortress on the southern end of Sakhalin.?* Putiatin, the Russian envoy
to Japan, had not approved that action, but it dramatized the need for an
explicitly defined Japanese-Russian border. Putiatin suggested that all of
Sakhalin and the Kuriles down to Urup were Russian. The Japanese repre-
sentative, Kawaji Toshiakira, countered that the Kuriles should be divided
in half and that Sakhalin was entirely Japanese. The two sides could not
agree so the 1855 treaty divided the Kuriles at Urup and left the question of
Sakhalin unresolved. As soon as the treaty was concluded, however, British
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and French forces seized Urup as part of their action against Russia in
the Crimean War. These events made clear the need to adopt a European
form of territoriality. A porous and lightly defended northern frontier had
long served shogunal interests, but it was now a geopolitical liability. More
broadly, Japan was now fully embroiled in the British-Russian contest for
control of Asia and the Pacific. In 1861, for example, Russian warships
entered Aso Bay on Tsushima and refused to leave until pressured by the
British navy.

The most explicit challenge to Tokugawa territoriality came on the
Ogasawara I[slands (or Bonin Islands), an archipelago roughly 1,000 kilo-
meters south of Edo. The Tokugawa shogunate surveyed the islands in
1675 but left them uninhabited. In 1823, a US whaling ship visited the
islands, and in 1827 a British officer claimed them as British territory. In
the 1830s, the islands were settled by a handful of Western men and their
Pacific island wives. When Perry arrived in 1853, the island had a popula-
tion of around thirty.®

Perry had no territorial designs on Edo or the Japanese main islands,
but he explicitly favored turning the Ogasawara Islands into an American
colony. Perry acknowledged Japan’s sovereignty over the islands but
insisted that “the present settlers have unquestionably [sic] priority of right
of jurisdiction.” Perry began establishing an American base on the archi-
pelago before his arrival in Uraga, purchasing land for a coal depot in June
1853. He was explicit that the islands should become a commercial and
ethnic outpost of the United States. “My plan is to establish a colony at
Port Lloyd, Peel Island, the principal of the Bonin group, leaving the ques-
tion of sovereignty to be discussed hereafter.”*® Practically, Perry thought
that the islands would make an ideal refueling point for steamers travel-
ing between Shanghai and Honolulu. More expansively, he considered the
islands as key to American expansion: “to me it seems that the people
of America will, in some form or other, extend their dominion and their
power, until they shall have brought within their mighty embrace multi-
tudes of the Islands of the great Pacific, and placed the Saxon race upon

the eastern shores of Asia.”¥

Perry envisioned a coming race war between
Saxons and Slavs, but his concern with the Ogasawara Islands was eerily
prescient in that the archipelago is best known for the Battle of Iwo Jima
in World War II.

These skirmishes and crises on Japan’s periphery highlighted the weak-
ness of Abe’s strategy. An evolving coalition of daimyo could not establish

unitary sovereignty over a clearly demarcated Japanese nation. But Abe
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was loath to alienate even the most feckless daimyo. In Ezo, for example,
the shogunate took direct control of Hakodate in 1853 and then, in 1855,
claimed direct authority over the entire island. But Abe was disinclined to
punish the Matsumae house, and he gave them new landholdings and a
cash allowance. Despite clear evidence of Matsumae misconduct and neg-
ligence, Abe was unwilling to antagonize a fellow daimyo.?®

In Ryukyu, the problems of the early modern order were still more
striking. Under the Tokugawa system, Ryukyu was embedded in a web
of relationships: the Sho swore fealty to the Shimazu, the Shimazu swore
fealty to the Tokugawa, and the Sho directly paid homage to the shogunate.
But that did not establish clear sovereignty under European international
law. Indeed, despite cordial relations between Abe and Nariakira, the inter-
ests of the shogunate and Satsuma often diverged. The Shimazu wanted to
develop Naha (the Ryukyuan capital) as an international port, possibly as
arival to Nagasaki, and they pursued bilateral ties with Britain and France
independent of the shogunate. The divergence of Tokugawa and Shimazu
interests was starkly revealed in 1867 when the Satsuma delegation to the
Paris Centennial Exposition described themselves as representatives of
the “Kingdoms of Satsuma and Ryukyu.”* That gesture was incompatible
with the idea of Japan as a unified state.

Shogunal Decline and Daimyo Ascendance

Between 1854 and 1868, the shogunate gradually lost control over national
affairs. That decline was punctuated by two moments of shogunal resur-
gence, one under Ii Naosuke from 1858 to 1860, and the second from 1866
to 1868 under Tokugawa Yoshinobu. The details of shogunal decline are
complex, but it was driven by two major trends. First, the shogunate lost
control over the imperial house. Certain that the court would not oppose
the shogunate, the Tokugawa house embraced the notion that the shogun
ruled at the emperor’s behest. Starting in the 1850s, that strategy proved
toxic. Radical loyalists began to use the court to extract concessions from
Edo, and by the 1860s the imperial court itself became a site of violent
conflicts, with coups and counter-coups to control the palace gates. The
last shogun, Tokugawa Yoshinobu, was able to regain the court’s support,
but by then the damage was done. The violence and turmoil of the 1850s
and 1860s had changed the political landscape, shattering the illusion of
shogunal supremacy. The shogun was no longer Japan’s paramount mili-
tary leader but just one contender for imperial support.
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The second trend was a resurgence of daimyo autonomy. In seeking the
support of daimyo, Abe unwittingly whetted their appetite for power: pow-
erful daimyo came to expect that the shogunate would respond to their
demands. That problem was exacerbated by changes to domestic controls.
Daimyo had always maintained independent armies, but the Tokugawa had
held their autonomy in check with institutions such as sankin koétai, the
system of daimyo attendance in Edo. The reforms of the 1850s and 186os
changed this balance of power. Beginning in 1862, mandatory time in Edo
was drastically reduced to three months every three years. Yoshimune had
relaxed sankin kotai in the 1720s but demanded direct contributions to the
shogun’s treasury. The reforms of the 1860s, by contrast, were intended to
give daimyo increased resources for military reform. The result was more
powerful daimyo who were less fearful of Edo. The shogunate realized too
late that it had strengthened its own rivals: when the regime attempted to
reinstate the sankin kotai schedule in early 1864, many powerful daimyo
simply ignored the order.*

These two trends, daimyo ambition and imperial ascendance, compli-
cated a range of issues, from treaty negotiation to shogunal succession.
In negotiating with the Western powers, the shogunate wanted the sup-
port of daimyo and the imperial court. Accordingly, it engaged in intricate
multi-party consultations. But those negotiations produced grandstand-
ing and posturing more than sober deliberation. Tokugawa Nariaki, for
example, viewed the 1854 Convention of Kanagawa as a means to buy
time: Japan should refuse any further concessions and mobilize for war.
Xenophobes in the imperial court and radical imperial loyalists believed
that Japan could somehow easily reject Western demands. But by the
1860s, it was clear to most informed observers that the “barbarians”
could not simply be “expelled.” Japan, like China, would face a decades-
long struggle against imperialism. The debate over “expulsion” became
increasingly cynical, as both the shogunate and key daimyo opportunis-
tically endorsed “expulsion” plans even when they privately considered
those goals absurd.

The problem of shogunal succession also became embroiled in a
broader struggle. From 1853 to 1860, the shogunate endured infirm and
childless rulers. The twelfth shogun, Ieyoshi, died less than two weeks
after Perry’s departure, on 1853/6/22 (July 27, 1853). His heir, Iesada, was
childless and sickly. It was widely (and correctly) assumed that lesada
would not father a son, so his succession triggered a struggle to decide his
adoptive heir. Under normal circumstances, this contest would have been
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contained within the Tokugawa house. In the 1850s, however, the succes-
sion dispute became enmeshed in daimyo and imperial ambition. Like the
debate over the treaties, the debate over succession became a proxy war for
other issues, making the struggle both more volatile and more convoluted.
Here, too, Abe’s strategy of national consensus had the unexpected conse-
quence of inflaming domestic tensions.

Abe himself resigned as chair of the council of elders in 1855, but his
successor, Hotta Masayoshi, continued his approach of broad consulta-
tion. In 1858, based on the advice of several daimyo, Hotta sought the
assent of the imperial court for a second round of treaties. Hotta envi-
sioned imperial approval as a simple and pro forma matter. The imperial
court had never contested Tokugawa authority over foreign affairs. Even
on matters pertaining to the imperial house, the court had grudgingly
deferred to Edo. Hotta was thus certain that the court would approve the
treaties, allowing him to quell dissenting daimyo. Hotta’s strategy was a
disaster. Rather than support the treaties, the court rebuked the shogun
for placing the nation in peril. Hotta’s plan to win approval for the treaties
had, instead, made ratification more difficult. Humiliated, Hotta resigned
in June 1858.

Why did Hotta miscalculate so badly? It is tempting to agree with
Townsend Harris, the US consul, who found Hotta’s approach bizarre.
If imperial assent was automatic, he wondered, what could Hotta gain by
an official request? If assent was not automatic, then what would Hotta
do if the emperor said no? Harris criticized his Japanese counterparts
for “trifling with a serious matter.” Their actions were “like the acts of
children and unworthy of wise statesmen like those who rule Japan.”*
Upon reflection, however, Hotta’s desire to combine the emperor’s sac-
erdotal authority with the shogun’s temporal legitimacy was not strange
at all. Napoleon, for example, had relied on Pope Pius VII for his corona-
tion as Emperor of France in 1804. But Hotta had mistakenly assumed
that the imperial court would comply with a shogunal request. What had
gone wrong?

The court’s rebuff to Hotta came from two distinct sources. First were
radical imperial loyalists, true believers in the slogan sonno joi. Radical
loyalism was inspired by Mito Studies, but in the 1850s it emerged as
a diffuse radical movement: advocates included court nobles, daimyo,
schoolteachers, and masterless samurai (ronin). Loyalists considered
the very presence of Westerners in Japan an insult to the emperor
and opposed the treaties with furious indignation. While their enmity
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toward the West was clear, their vision for the future was less so. Much
as European utopian Marxists expected that a proletarian revolution
would lead to a withering away of the state, so too radical loyalists
imagined that imperial rule would bring an end to politics in the con-
ventional sense. The state would disappear, replaced by organic com-
munities connected through Shinto ritual.’? This was a glorious and
intoxicating vision, and, combined with xenophobia, it inspired years of
terroristic violence. Starting in 1858 and lasting into the early Meiji era,
loyalist partisans, commonly called shishi, maimed and murdered their
enemies, cutting down court nobles, samurai, and foreigners—anyone

<

who challenged their vision of a “pure” Japan. Although shishi often
organized along domain lines, they also forged alliances across domain
boundaries and were largely beyond daimyo control. Hotta, underes-
timating the fervor of shishi and the power of sonné joi thought, had
stirred a hornet’s nest.*

Hotta’s failure also had a second source. Imperial assent to the trea-
ties had become entangled in the question of shogunal succession. The
succession dispute focused on two candidates. The inside candidate was
Tokugawa Yoshitomi, the eldest son of the daimyo of Wakayama (or Kii).
He was supported by much of the shogunal administration, which viewed
him as young and pliant. The rival candidate was Tokugawa Yoshinobu,
the seventh son of Tokugawa Nariaki of Mito. His candidacy was pro-
moted by a broad coalition of daimyo, including the lords of Satsuma,
Fukui, and Uwajima. They argued that difficult times called for a bold
choice: primogeniture favored Yoshitomi, but Yoshinobu was more
intelligent and mature. In terms of practical politics, Yoshinobu was the
candidate of reformers and outsiders while Yoshitomi was favored by
the shogunal establishment. These clashing agendas produced a bizarre
coincidence of interests. Many of Yoshinobu's advocates were pragmati-
cally prepared to accept the treaties, but, ironically, their arguments in
favor of Yoshinobu appealed to advocates of “expulsion.” If Yoshinobu
were indeed more vital and capable, could he perhaps drive the barbar-
ians back into the sea? As Yoshinobu’s proponents lobbied the court,
they unwittingly raised the expectation that the barbarians could indeed
be “expelled.” That hope, in turn, stoked the court’s xenophobia, intensi-
fied resistance to the treaties, and undermined Hotta’s request for impe-
rial assent.**

The result of these clashing agendas was disastrous for Hotta. In May
1858 (3/20) emperor Komei stridently declared that the treaties would
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The Four Faces of the Last Shogun: Tokugawa Yoshinobu employed his remarkable
political acumen to master four distinct public personae (Figures 3.5-3.8).
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be “a disaster for the land of the gods and precipitate a national crisis.”
The concessions demanded by the United States would endanger the
Japanese body politic itself (kokutai).®> The emperor directed Hotta to
consult again with the daimyo in order to restore “national honor.” The
directive made no mention of the shogunal succession dispute, frustrat-
ing Yoshinobu’s supporters. It was a stunning rebuke to Hotta and ended
his political career.

This humiliation prompted a furious response. Hotta’s successor, Ii
Naosuke, abandoned Abe’s strategy of broad consultation in favor of naked
shogunal power. He moved rapidly on both foreign and domestic affairs,
approving the US treaty and deciding shogunal succession in favor of
Yoshitomi. Ii responded to his critics with overwhelming force. He jailed
his challengers on the shogunal council of elders. He forced a dozen key
imperial courtiers to resign. He had major daimyo, including the lords
of Mito, Owari, and Fukui, confined to quarters or banned from Edo. He
ordered the execution or seppuku (ritual suicide) of men ranging from
senior Mito samurai to abbots in Kyoto. Ii was roundly criticized for autho-
rizing the so-called Harris Treaty, the 1858 United States-Japan Treaty of
Amity and Commerce. But Ii himself was more concerned with the ques-
tion of succession: it was untoward for outsiders to press their opinions on
an internal matter of the Tokugawa house. On the question of the treaties,
li followed the letter of the imperial edict while subverting imperial intent.
He consulted with the daimyo, as instructed. He then pragmatically con-
cluded that resisting the treaties would bring ruin to Japan.*®

Ii succeeded, temporarily, in stemming shogunal decline, but he had
no political vision for the future. He hoped that some new weapons, com-
bined with samurai spirit, would resolve the foreign crisis. Ii wrote with
greater engagement and insight on the tea ceremony than on domestic
politics or foreign affairs. At heart, he was merely a defender of shogu-
nal primacy within the status quo. In Ezo, for example, he divided the
island among the six domains entrusted with northern defense: Sendai,
Nanbu, Akita, Aizu, Shonai, and Tsugaru. This situation recalled the vigor
of the early Tokugawa shoguns, who rewarded their allies but brooked
no dissent. But this revitalized feudalism did little to address the deeper
structural problems of the regime: the shogunate remained a regional
regime in terms of resources but a national government in terms of its
responsibilities.”

This shogunal resurgence ended with Ii's assassination. On March 24
(1860/3/3), seventeen ronin from Mito and a samurai from Satsuma
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ambushed Ii's cortege just outside Edo Castle. Aided by a snowstorm,
they murdered Ii's bodyguards, shot Ii himself, then severed and stole his
head. In their manifesto, the assassins blamed Ii for staining the national
honor by allowing foreigners to live in Japan and practice Christianity.
I's murder stunned the shogunate. Not only had the loyalists killed the
government’s chief officer, but they had done so in broad daylight at the
foot of the shogun’s castle. The shogunate did not announce Ii's death
until May 20 (1860/i3/30), insisting in the interim that he was merely
“ill.” Such rituals were part of local practice: the death of a daimyo was
announced only after the details of succession had been established. In the
case of Ii, however, these formalities seemed absurd. The shogunate had
closed the ward gates of Edo to conduct a manhunt for the assassins, so it
was difficult to sustain official reports of Ii's “illness.” The British consul,
Rutherford Alcock, wondered why the shogunate refused to announce Ii’s
death even after news of his murder became “public property, as it were,
and the common gossip of the bath-houses—an institution of Japan, cor-
responding to the cafe in France.”*®

I’'s assassination prompted a return to the politics of consensus and
conciliation. In order to defuse the threat of radical loyalism, the shogu-
nate proposed a marriage between the imperial house and the Tokugawa.
The underlying logic was straightforward: marrying the young shogun
Iemochi (formerly Yoshitomi) to Kazunomiya, the emperor’s half-sister,
would create national unity. In practice, the Kazunomiya marriage
became a source of renewed discord. The imnperial court presumed that
the shogunate would expel the “barbarians” from Japan as a precondi-
tion of the marriage. Instead, the shogunate proceeded to conclude com-
mercial treaties with Belgium, Prussia, and Switzerland. The emperor
was furious at this insubordination. After extended negotiations, the
imperial court agreed to allow the marriage, but the emperor denounced
the leaders of the shogunal council of elders, Andé Nobumasa and
Kuze Hirochika. That sparked rumors of a shogunal coup in retali-
ation against the emperor, and those rumors prompted an assassina-
tion attempt against Ando, leaving him badly wounded. Although the
Kazunomiya marriage was concluded in March 1862 (1862/2/u), the
strategy backfired. Rather than create national unity, the marriage had
intensified radical loyalism and stoked anti-shogunal fury.* Battered and
demoralized, the shogunal administration turned on its own, censur-
ing Ando and Kuse for their “iniquitous” actions and dismissing them
from office.®
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Also in the name of national unity, the shogunate revived broad consul-
tation with the daimyo. In 1862, Matsudaira Yoshinaga (also called Keiei,
Shungaku, 1828-1890), the lord of Fukui, was given the new title “minister of
political affairs” (seiji sosai). Tokugawa Yoshinobu, loser of the shogunal suc-
cession dispute, was named guardian (koken) to the shogun Iemochi. The sho-
gunate named several other daimyo as “councilors” (san’yo), and from 1864
those lords met in Kyoto with select court nobles to form a national council.

These reforms reflected Matsudaira Yoshinaga’s belief that broad consul-
tation would resolve the Tokugawa foreign crisis. Rather than acting unilat-
erally on foreign affairs, the Tokugawa needed to consult with the imperial
house and the daimyo, and then speak on behalf of all of Japan. Further,
Yoshinaga recommended that the shogunate and the domains all estab-
lish bicameral parliaments (harurimon comonsu) as in England and France.
Each regional parliament would consist of samurai as well some farmers
and townsmen. Through public debate (kokyd no ron), the Tokugawa house
could foster national unity and thereby reclaim its ancient glory.”

Contrary to Yoshinaga's grand hopes, consultation did not create
national unity but instead fostered new rivalries. The most serious rift was
between Tokugawa Yoshinobu and his former supporters. In the 1850s,
several of the greatest tozama lords had supported Yoshinobu's candidacy
as heir to the shogun: his allies included the Shimazu of Satsuma, the
Yamauchi of Tosa, the Date of Uwajima, the Hachisuka of Tokushima,
and the Nabeshima of Saga. They had promoted Yoshinobu based on his
reputation as a capable and intelligent reformer. In the 18Gos, however,
those allies came to loathe Yoshinobu for those very virtues. Yoshinobu
was determined to strengthen the shogunate and was unwilling to sacri-
fice Tokugawa authority in the name of national unity. He continued to
promote broad consultation but on terms that served shogunal power. By
1868, Yoshinobu’s determination and political savvy had turned his former
allies into open enemies.

Yoshinobu proved particularly adept at manipulating the imperial
house. Loyalist radicals had won imperial support by appealing to the
court’s xenophobia, but Kyoto also wanted stability. The court became dis-
enchanted with sonné joi loyalists after 1864, when radicals from Chésha
fought with troops from Aizu and Satsuma in the streets of Kyoto. During
the fighting, large sections of Kyoto burned. Yoshinobu knew that “expel-
ling the barbarian” was impossible, but he convinced the court that he
could get rid of the foreigners while maintaining domestic peace. He thus
stole the “expulsion” issue from loyalist radicals and then marginalized
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Choshti loyalists as “enemies of the court.” Those were great but toxic
victories. Divide and conquer was a cornerstone of Tokugawa control, but
those tactics could not be reconciled with the discourse of national unity.
Yoshinobu deftly manipulated the most powerful daimyo, but in doing
so he raised suspicions about his own motives and antagonized former
allies. Yoshinobu also faced trouble from within the shogunate, where
many viewed him as an ambitious outsider.*

While Yoshinobu sought to reassert Tokugawa power, Satsuma and
Chosht were gradually moving toward an anti-shogunal alliance. As
late as 1864, Satsuma and Choshii were bitter antagonists, struggling
for control of the imperial court. When Chosh loyalists controlled the
gates to the imperial palace in the early 1860s, they snubbed Satsuma.
In 1863, Satsuma and Aizu together staged a palace coup and expelled
Choshi forces from Kyoto. The following year, Chosht forces attempted
a counter-coup, which, as noted above, failed and angered the imperial
court. The shogunate, together with Aizu and Satsuma, then embarked
on a military campaign to “punish” Choshii, now branded an enemy of
the throne. At the last moment, however, Satsuma realized that destroy-
ing Choshti was not to its advantage. Saigd Takamori, the Satsuma
commander, offered moderate terms of surrender and disbanded the
expeditionary force.®

That gesture began a shift in the domestic balance of power, as the
two rivals explored cooperation and then alliance. Satsuma agreed to help
Choshii obtain Western weapons and to work for its pardon by the impe-
rial court. By 1865/8, Satsuma had helped Choshti purchase a warship
and 7,300 rifles.* The resurgence of Choshti and the nascent Satsuma-
Chosht alliance posed a dilemma for the shogunate. The shogunate
wanted a clear sign of submission from Choshi, ideally a direct apology
from the daimyo himself. But Chosh@’s leaders refused to negotiate. The
shogunate felt compelled to respond to this indignity, but how? Military
action had little support. Satsuma, a leader in the previous campaign,
openly refused to support the shogunate. Choshi’s neighbors, including
Hiroshima, Okayama, and Tatsuno, opposed another attack. The shogu-
nate saw its isolation but felt compelled to defend its honor. Yoshinobu
himself thought that Chosh@’'s disobedience threatened shogunal author-
ity. For months, the shogunate sought some concession that might dem-
onstrate Edo’s supremacy, but Chosha was defiant.®

By the summer of1866, the shogunate was ensnared in a trap of its own
making. Because it had publicly insisted on concessions from Chésh, its
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legitimacy rested on the domain’s compliance. But the shogunate could
not force compliance without mobilizing the daimyo, and that support
was not forthcoming. Shogunal power assumed daimyo malleability: lords
would each fight on behalf of the shogunate in order to gain reward, or
simply to avoid shogunal retribution. Once that aura of authority faded,
the shogunal system was dysfunctional. The Tokugawa had national
responsibility without national authority.

0On1866/6/7 the shogunate launched an ill-fated campaign to “punish”
Choshii. On paper, the Tokugawa had assembled a large army, but it was a
feckless force, poorly suited for an unpopular war against a spirited enemy.
The campaign was a disaster. The planned invasion of Choshii turned into
Choshi’s invasion of neighboring domains. Hiroshima promptly sued for
peace, freeing Choshii to concentrate on other fronts. In 1866/8, Choshia
crossed the Straits of Shimonoseki to invade Kokura. The “punishment”
of Chosht had instead given the rebels control of a major shipping lane.
Amid this debacle, the shogun Iemochi died on August 29 (7/20), giving
the shogunate a dignified pretext to request a ceasefire.

By late 1860, the shogunate was in near collapse. A single rebellious
domain had defeated Japan’'s supreme warlord. The shogunate’s cam-
paign to punish its enemies had instead punished its allies. The sho-
gun was dead, reopening the ongoing succession crisis. By rights, the
Tokugawa shogunate should have imploded in late 1866. Instead, the
crisis of 1866 prompted one of the most remarkable reform efforts in
Japanese history. Defeat by Choshii had discredited defenders of the
shogunal status quo. Yoshinobu seized this chance to push through the
most radical Japanese reform project in a millennium. Yoshinobu sought
nothing less than the complete reorganization of the shogunate “from a
feudally organized suzerain regime into a unified national regime orga-
nized along the bureaucratic lines of Napoleonic France.” This effort
shaped the course of the Meiji Restoration. Yoshinobu’s reforms meant
that Choshai and Satsuma could not wait for the Tokugawa to quietly col-
lapse. Instead, they needed to topple the shogunate before it created a
successful, modern state.

The Shogunal Phoenix and
Anglo-French Rivalry

Following the death of Iemochi, Yoshinobu became the effective leader
of the shogunate. He was formally invested in January 1867 (1866/12/5),
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but he had taken control months earlier. Yoshinobu began dismantling
the most basic structures of the Tokugawa military and civil organiza-
tion, replacing them with modern, centralized systems of administration.
He replaced the shogunal council of elders with a cabinet system of five
ministers: foreign affairs, home affairs, army, navy, and finance. Rather
than a system of broad and general consultation, this new cabinet system
emphasized distinct spheres of authority. The reforms combined multiple
heritable and non-heritable stipends and allowances into a single salary
system. These changes were part of a broader, long-range plan for revital-
ized national control. The shogunate would reassess the tax yield for all of
Japan and use the revenue to support its new ministries. The government
would establish a national university to train samurai and commoners
from across Japan in agriculture, commerce, and industry.”

In military affairs, Yoshinobu moved to dismantle independent bat-
talions led by Tokugawa liege vassals. Instead of providing troops,
Yoshinobu ordered his vassals to pay into the shogunal treasury. With
these funds, Yoshinobu began creating modern infantry, artillery, and
cavalry units, all responsible to a single shogunal command. Casting
aside centuries of precedent, the shogunate began recruiting commoners
from across its territories. The most capable commoners were trained,
paid, and promoted as non-commissioned officers, much like the struc-
ture of European forces.*”

In economic development, the shogunate hired foreign specialists to
explore potential iron and coal resources. It lifted the long-standing ban
on horse-drawn wheeled vehicles, permitting their use on the national
highway system. It promoted regular steamship service between Edo and
Osaka. In its final days, the shogunate authorized construction of a rail-
road between Edo and Yokohama. In social and cultural affairs, the gov-
ernment lifted a range of restrictions on foreigners and foreign customs.
It began promoting cattle ranching and the consumption of beef and dairy
products. It allowed foreigners to enter restaurants in Edo and Osaka,
leading to Edo’s first Western-style restaurant in late 1867. It lifted restric-
tions on marriages between Japanese and foreigners. In places, these
changes suggest the desperation of a regime in collapse, concerned more
with symbolism than the long-term consequences of reform. Overall,
however, the reforms represent a serious, if protean, plan for a new Japan.
Shogunal plans for a new railroad, for example, included the details of
financing, controls on cost overruns, access rights for foreigners and
Japanese subjects, and purchase rights for the Japanese government.* For
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his part, Yoshinobu described his reforms as a root and branch change in
Tokugawa policy, designed to restore shogunal authority after 300 years of
incompetence and sloth. He envisioned a complete “revolution in military
strategy” and the creation of a “wealthy nation and a powerful military”
(fukoku kyohei).>

As a result of these changes, by late 1867, the shogunate was more
“modern” than the imperial alliance. The shogunate had, in embryonic
form, anticipated many early Meiji reforms: a European-style cabinet sys-
tem with nationwide financial and economic authority, economic develop-
ment informed by the advice of Western technical specialists, the abolition
of hereditary status distinctions and obligations, and national conscrip-
tion for a new, modern army and navy. By contrast, many imperial loyalist
samurai advocated a national government centered on the emperor, but
they also remained bound to daimyo authority. While loyalists envisioned
a new imperial government, their plans also assumed a daimyo council
and the continuation of daimyo authority. In both Satsuma and Chésh,
reformers had begun to dismantle key parts of the old regime. New mili-
tary units, for example, cut across old heredity hierarchies. But Satsuma
and Chosht could not organize a coalition of domains while simultane-
ously preparing to dissolve the domains themselves. Indeed, that tension
between central authority and daimyo autonomy would not be resolved
until 1871.

The shogunate’s reform efforts relied on French support. Beginning in
early 1865, France supplied the shogunate with advanced cannons and agreed
to dispatch a military training mission. The mission arrived in January 1867
and began training roughly 230 officers. This was less than the 2,000 men
sought by the shogun, but the French promised to train Japanese officers,
who would in turn train their own men.” French efforts were eagerly pro-
moted by the resident consul, Léon Roches. Although France was officially
neutral in Japanese domestic affairs, Roches hoped to help fashion a new
Japan, reshaped by French ideals and modern technology.*

Roches understood Japan in terms of his previous postings in North
Africa, where, according to his memoirs, he had “gone native”: speak-
ing Arabic, wearing native dress, hunting, and socializing with locals.
According to Roches, his ability to bridge cultures, and his personal ties
to local rulers, were critical to French success. In Algeria, for example, he
imagined that his relationship with the emir resulted in a fatwa allowing
for treaties with Christians. Roches explicitly compared Japan to North
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Africa, insisting that “in reading the memoranda of the Japanese govern-
ment or in listening to the objections formulated by its ministers, one
could imagine oneself in Morocco.” Roches presumably saw in Yoshinobu
a Japanese counterpart to Ahmad Ibn Mustafa, the Bey of Tunis, who abol-
ished slavery, instituted secular education, and developed a new French-
style military. By extension, Roches viewed Japan as a potential French
client state like Tunis, tied to Paris not through direct conquest but through
economic, political, and cultural dependence.>

Yoshinobu, for his part, carefully cultivated Roches’s support. He
appealed both to Roches’s pride in la mission civilisatrice and to French ani-
mus toward Britain. Yoshinobu wrote to Roches that he hoped to “place my
country among the nations of the civilized world” and asked for Roches’s
support in this “work of civilization.”** At a meeting with Roches in March
1867, Yoshinobu highlighted their joint fear of Britain. What would hap-
pen, he asked Roches, if Britain, with support from Satsuma and Chésha,
seized ports in the Japanese southwest and turned them into bases similar
to Hong Kong? Roches insisted that was unlikely, partly because the other
foreign powers would not allow it. Yoshinobu thus won a French commit-
ment to check British interests.”

British intervention was less overt than French but no less influential.
Harry Parkes, the British consul, was committed to neutrality but also to
Anglo-French rivalry. After learning of the French military mission, Parkes
hastily approved a British naval mission largely to “be even with” Roches.*®
Aside from such gestures, Britain quietly supported anti-shogunal forces. In
1866/6, Parkes had a formal meeting in Satsuma with Shimazu Hisamitsu
and his retainers. Parkes did not broach the topic of British support, but
when asked, he hinted that Britain would welcome a challenge to Yoshinobu.
Parkes’s subordinates and associates were more explicit.” Ernest Satow,
translator for the British legation, actively supported Satsuma and Chaosha.
In a series of editorials in the Japan Times he argued that Britain needed to
give up the “worn-out pretense of acknowledging the Tycoon [shogun] to
be the sole ruler of Japan, and take into consideration the existence of other
co-ordinate powers.” Britain should consider negotiating treaties directly
with the major daimyo since the shogunate was a national government in
name only. While the original editorials were anonymous, Satow also pre-
pared a Japanese translation and sent it to the daimyo of Tokushima, the
lord of his Japanese tutor. The translation was promptly published, listing
Satow as author and describing him as an English officer. It sold well and
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was widely understood as official British policy.*® Satow was also candid in
his meetings with Satsuma samurai, openly encouraging them to oppose
the shogunate and offering British support.*

The British legation also overlooked the activities of Thomas Glover, a
Scottish merchant. Glover became a major arms supplier to Satsuma and
Choshi and helped send young samurai from those domains on study
trips to London. Those visits had a marked impact on Japanese politics.
The future prime minister, It6 Hirobumi, for example, was transformed
by his time in England. As late as 1862, Itd was a sonnd joi loyalist, join-
ing other Chosh@i samurai in an attack on the British legation. In 1863,
he was smuggled to London with Glover’s help and was amazed by the
impact of the Industrial Revolution and the sophistication of British insti-
tutions. He became convinced that the violent expulsion of foreigners
was futile and hurried back to Japan to dissuade his colleagues from fur-
ther attacks on British subjects. As a member of the Meiji government,
he advocated the adoption of Anglo-American institutions, such as the
US national bank system. He became celebrated in the Anglo-American
world as an exemplar of the “new Nippon”: diligent, progressive, and
cosmopolitan.®® [td’s transformation was extreme, but by 1867 many
in Satsuma and Chosha had come to a cosmopolitan understanding of
Japanese politics.

Envisioning a New Japan

These events were part of a broader transformation of Japanese politi-
cal discourse. In the late Tokugawa era, the discourses of cosmopoli-
tan chauvinism and revolutionary nostalgia provided the basis for an
intense engagement with Western political and socioeconomic practices.
It is common to refer to the early Meiji era as a period of “civilization
and enlightenment” (bunmei kaika), marking an influx of Western influ-
ences ranging from Darwinian theory to beef stew. But this conventional
account obscures important continuities with late Tokugawa thought. By
the 186o0s, a striking range of thinkers had begun arguing that Western
political practices were fully consonant with Japanese culture.

The discourse of cosmopolitan chauvinism suffused Japanese
thought both in depth and in breadth. As early as 1862, for example,
Kato Hiroyuki, a samurai from Tajima, began a careful survey of world
politics. He concluded that constitutional monarchies and republics
were part of a global trend. Japan needed to adopt these political forms
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because it was “an inevitable trend of the times.” For Katd, republican-
ism and constitutionalism were not foreign or Western political forms
but best practices based on universal norms. Even within the West, he
argued, countries with constitutional systems were thriving but autocra-
cies were crumbling. To reject global best practice as foreign, he insisted,
was to condemn Japan to decline. Kat6 implicitly grafted these new uni-
versal standards onto older Confucian norms. The ancient sage kings of
China, he noted, had ruled with impartial justice (komei seidai), but more
recent rulers lacked such virtue. Constitutional systems and the division
of powers, however, could help ensure virtuous rule. These systems were
not only in tune with “popular sentiment (se¢j6),” but were also based on
“the will of heaven.”®!

The theme of global norms is also prominent in the work of Yokoi
Shonan, an influential advisor to Matsudaira Yoshinaga, the daimyo
of Fukui. Through Yoshinaga, Yokoi had a direct impact on shogunal
reforms, including the suspension of sankin kotai. Yokoi argued that Japan
needed to embrace emerging world standards of governance. The world
had entered an era of increased international contact, and Japanese isola-
tion was both unsustainable and unnatural. Yokoi was greatly optimistic
about this new world, which he envisioned as peaceful and prosperous.
He referred to this international system as “the nations of the world as
one, a brotherhood of the four seas” (bankoku ittai shikai kyodai), a phrase
that loosely quoted the Analects of Confucius while at the same time sug-
gesting a European-style “family of nations.” This familial order was based
on the principles of heaven (tenri) and reflected underlying universal prin-
ciples (shizen no risei).*

For Yokoi, the rise of this new international environment mandated
radical changes in Japanese politics. The sankin kétai system, for exam-
ple, was designed to weaken the daimyo rather than to build a strong and
prosperous nation. Japan needed instead to emulate international best
practice. Such emulation was not mimicry but a core element of good
governance. The United States, Yokoi argued, had grown strong and pros-
perous by seeking knowledge around the world and copying everything
from politics to technology. Yokoi was especially impressed by the power
of open deliberation: the United States and Britain and had elevated pub-
lic morals by basing political decisions on public discussion. This had
the unexpected result of making their countries stronger during wartime.
Once the populace understood the reason to go to war, it did not shrink
from hardship.®
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Because Western best practices were rooted in universal principles,
they were neither new nor foreign. On the contrary, Western practices
that encouraged morality, prosperity, and peace were merely continua-
tions of governance by the sage kings of antiquity. Thus, for Yokoi, George
Washington was the equivalent of the sage kings of ancient Chinese dynas-
ties such as the Xia (c. 2070—c. 1600 BcE), the Shang/Yin (c. 1766 to c. 122
BCE), and the Zhou (c. 122—256 BcE). Like Katd, Yokoi saw recent history
in terms of a decline in Chinese civilization and a rise of the West.® But
he also emphasized the complementarity and continuity of Chinese and
Western thought. Song-era Confucian thought, for example, had discerned
universal principles of human conduct, but it neglected practical obser-
vation. Western learning was now the essential complement to classical
Chinese thought. Yokoi insisted that such syncretism was authentically
Japanese. “Since ancient times our country has had not one fixed school of
thought, but Shinto, Buddhism, and Confucianism. Now we should also
adopt the successes of the West.”® Yokoi thus naturalized Western politi-
cal thought by invoking both radical nostalgia and cosmopolitan chauvin-
ism. Japan needed to adopt the universal aspects of foreign practices, just
as it had in the ancient past.

Parallel developments existed in formal reform proposals. In 1867/5
Akamatsu Kosaburd, a samurai from Ueda domain, proposed an elected
national legislature. The upper house would consist of thirty lords and the
lower house of 130 men elected “without regard to pedigree.” The legisla-
ture would primarily make recommendations to the throne, but in extreme
cases the legislature could override an imperial veto. These reforms would
ensure the power and virtue of the throne and restore the national pol-
ity (kokutai). Akamatsu also called for a new legal system, conforming
to international standards, and extensive military reform to employ the
abilities of all able-bodied men and women.® Akamatsu did not cite either
Yokoi or Katd, but his proposal is rooted in an appreciation of Western
political forms similar to theirs. Akamatsu thought that a strong legisla-
ture would enhance rather than undermine imperial authority, a notion he
shared with Yokoi and Kat6. Further, he appealed not to Western models
but to universal norms (bankoku futsi).

These works reflect a new depth of engagement with Western political
thought and institutions. Equally important, however, was a less sustained
but broader interest in foreign practices. Beginning in the mid-18oos, for
example, Napoleon Bonaparte began to appear in Japanese discourse as an
exemplary national hero. Tokugawa-era discourse on Napoleon was, in many
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ways, empirically flawed and confused. Japanese commentators had no way
to contextualize key issues in Napoleon’s life such as the Corsican indepen-
dence movement or French republican thought. But they were intrigued by
the more accessible aspects of his biography: his heroic rise from a petty
noble family to national leadership, his establishment of a great empire,
his interest in science and technology, his widespread popularity and sup-
port among ordinary Frenchmen. Reworked by Japanese intermediaries,
Napoleon came to resemble an exemplary Confucian scholar-official: studi-
ous, wise, loyal, and self-sacrificing. Abstracted out of a European context,
Napoleon’s life resonated with that of many future Meiji leaders, ambitious
and determined men from the bottom of the samurai estate.

The first detailed account of Napoleon in Japan was an 1818 poem
by Rai San’yd, an eccentric historian, painter, poet, and calligrapher. In
“Ode of the King of France” (“Furad no uta”), he described Napoleon as
a military hero who, on the verge of completing a long campaign of con-
quest, was defeated by deep snow and freezing cold.” Rai's poem inspired
a biography of Napoleon by the Dutch Studies scholar Koseki San’ei.
Koseki worked as a shogunal astronomer and translated texts ranging
from geography to medicine, including a tract on cowpox vaccination.®®
Koseki's biography of Napoleon is sometimes described as a translation
of Joannes van der Linden’s Het leven van Bonaparte (1802), but it is better
understood as an adaptation, reinterpreting Napoleon’s life in terms of
Confucian political thought. According to Koseki, the French Revolution
was in accord with “the mandate of heaven” because Louis XVI impov-
erished his country and oppressed his people, making a revolution both
just and inevitable. The French Revolution was a revolt against tyranny
(gyakusei) in which valiant heroes established enlightened and just (seimei)
rule for the people.®

Koseki's work made Napoleon accessible to loyalist samurai. The trans-
lation avoided problematic political concepts, such as republicanism, and
focused instead on more familiar notions, such as national defense. For
example, Koseki rendered the word “freedom” (fureiheido, from Dutch
“vrijheid”) with a long gloss, explaining that it is “a word celebrating a vic-
tory over an enemy country, and [thus] becoming a free and independent
(fuki) country.” This idiosyncratic translation meant that Napoleon’s life
was immediately relevant to samurai seeking to repel Western encroach-
ment and Napoleon became a hero to Japanese political activists, includ-
ing Saigo Takamori, Yoshida Shoin, and Sakuma Shézan.”® Koseki also
stressed Napoleon’s interest in science and technology as a complement
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to his civil and military triumphs. He thus harmonized the promotion of
advanced technology with older notions of universal virtue.

Koseki's influence is evident in the writings of Yoshida Shéin, the char-
ismatic Choshai scholar and activist. In 1859, while in prison for criticiz-
ing the shogunate, Yoshida lamented the fecklessness of the Japanese
political elite. The shogunate and the daimyo had failed to “repel the bar-
barian” and defend the “land of the gods” (shinshii). They had neglected
the wise and far-sighted policies of ancient Japan. After 3,000 years of
independence, Japan was now under foreign control, and the shame of
this subjugation was unbearable. Then, with no sense of irony, Yoshida
remarked that Napoleon himself would be anguished by such a loss of
“freedom” (furehédo). In this context, Napoleon was not a “barbarian,”
but, on the contrary, an inspiration for loyalists in the “land of the gods.”
Yoshida linked Napoleon to the great heroes of the Eastern Jin (265—420)
and Southern Song (1127-1279). Greater than any single era or region, they
were universal exemplars of virtue. This meant, paradoxically, that Japan
could repel the Western “barbarians” by emulating Napoleon. Defending
the land of the gods and restoring the sage rule of ancient Japanese emper-
ors required Napoleonic courage, resourcefulness, and loyalty.”

Yoshida’s embrace of Napoleon was part of a broader, transnational
response to France and French ideals. The influential Italian nationalist
Giuseppe Mazzini, for example, embraced the 1789 French Revolution as
the start of an international tide of nationalist revolutions. For Mazzini,
the defeat of Napoleon Bonaparte at Waterloo marked a temporary tri-
umph of despotism over democracy and national self-determination.
The French Revolution had started a movement that “told the different
peoples: you are the true masters of your native soil; you are the sole interpret-
ers of your own law of life.””* In 1849, when Louis Napoleon intervened to
crush the Italian nationalist movement, Mazzini invoked French repub-
lican ideals to criticize France itself. For Mazzini, nationalism and cos-
mopolitanism were inherently complementary, and French republican
principles were the common heritage of all humanity.”® Yoshida Shéin’s
understanding of the French Revolution was fragmentary and confused,
but he arrived at a similarly cosmopolitan appreciation of France, despite
having never left Japan. For Shéin, the French Revolution, the American
War of Independence, and the Song dynasty’s battles against the Khitan
were all battles of national independence, and all were worthy of respect
and emulation.
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Yoshida’s thinking is of particular import because several of his dis-
ciples, including It6 Hirobumi, Kido Takayoshi, and Yamagata Aritomo,
were instrumental in creating the Meiji government. But Yoshida’s
approach to Napoleon reveals a broader current in late Tokugawa thought.
The tropes of radical nostalgia and cosmopolitan chauvinism allowed
Japanese thinkers to integrate modern European culture with the ancient
Japanese past. Supremely moral conduct was universal, and Japanese
patriots were obliged to venerate and emulate such conduct. If the West
produced moral exemplars, then they could be abstracted out of their “bar-
barian” origins. That reinterpretation of the “barbarian” legitimized the
Meiji government’s promotion of Western practices.

End Game: The 1867/12/9 Coup

In the last days of 1867, the contours of the post-shogunal state emerged.
The shogunate would be replaced by new national institutions, uniting the
daimyo under the sovereign authority of the emperor. Japan would create
a new army and a new navy, mobilizing people and resources from the
entire realm. The new government would be both more centralized and
more inclusive.

That common ground attenuated the violence of the Meiji Restoration.
Nonetheless, the last days of the old regime saw a frenzied struggle for
political control. Activists from Satsuma and Chosht were eager for a mil-
itary confrontation with the shogunate, but other key daimyo were more
cautious. Representatives of Tosa, in particular, hoped to arrange a peace-
ful settlement, and they won the backing of the lord of Fukui, Matsudaira
Yoshinaga. On 1867/10/3, Tosa retainers presented a formal proposal to
the shogunate in the form of a petition by Yamauchi Y6do, the daimyo of
Tosa. Based on radical nostalgia and cosmopolitan chauvinism, the peti-
tion described revolutionary political change as a return to ancient ways.
It advocated the “revival of ancient kingly rule” (dsei fukko). Practically, this
meant the surrender of all political power to the imperial court and the
establishment in Kyoto of a bicameral assembly (giseisho). The legislators
would range from court nobles to commoners, selected for their virtue
and integrity. The court would establish new schools and research centers,
reform the army and navy, and dispatch envoys to renegotiate the unequal
treaties. The result of this “revolutionary reform” (isshin kaikaku) would be
a new government, capable of maintaining “independence in the world.””*
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Yoshinobu eagerly embraced the Tosa proposal. In light of the “global
situation,” he declared, the Tosa proposal was reasonable. To that end,
he agreed to return “political authority” (seiken) to the imperial court and
pledged to work with the new national council. Yoshinobu’s move was tac-
tically brilliant. By agreeing to restore political power to the court, he stole
the issue from Choshii and Satsuma. At the same time, his “surrender”
allowed Yoshinobu to reposition himself in the emerging political order.
The imperial court accepted Yoshinobu’s “return of political authority” on
10/15 but also called for a meeting of the daimyo to decide the course of
reform. Since Yoshinobu had deftly manipulated daimyo councils before,
he had every reason to expect substantial power in any national assem-
bly. Furthemore, Yoshinobu was directed to maintain his foreign and
domestic political power until the council convened.” Finally, Yoshinobu
confounded the hopes of imperial loyalists by retaining his high-ranking
titles in the ancient imperial order, such as General of the Right Imperial
Guards (ukon’e no taisho) and Inner Palace Minister (naidaijin). For centu-
ries, those titles had served primarily as imperial recognition of Tokugawa
hegemony. Shoguns received the title of General of the Right Imperial
Guards because they were powerful; they did not become powerful upon
receiving the title. But many imperial loyalists hoped to reverse that rela-
tionship and to infuse ancient titles with true power as part of an imperial
restoration. By holding on to his imperial titles, Yoshinobu confounded
that goal. If imperial loyalists restored Nara-era administrative structures,
they would make Yoshinobu the highest-ranking warlord in the imperial
cabinet.”®

Yoshinobu’s tactical surrender infuriated both his enemies and his
allies. Shogunal retainers, such as hatamaoto and fudai daimyo, were
both outraged and confused. What was their role in the new political
order? Had the last shogun abandoned long-standing shogunal allies? It
seemed as if Yoshinobu had sacrificed the Tokugawa shogunate to save the
Tokugawa house. Loyalists in Satsuma and Chosh were equally incensed.
Yoshinobu had turned a seemingly disastrous situation to his advantage.
By dodging a confrontation, Yoshinobu had again positioned himself as the
voice of reason and compromise. To the dismay of Satsuma and Chosha,
Yoshinobu remained in good favor with Komei, the reigning emperor.
Komei had repeatedly inveighed against foreign “barbarians” despoiling
the “land of the gods,” but he was equally disturbed by the recklessness
of anti-foreign radicals.” Yoshinobu seemed like a reasonable and reliable
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compromise, and imperial loyalists found it difficult to outmaneuver an
imperial favorite.

Yoshinobu’s hold on the court was shaken on 1866/12/15 by Komei's
death. The emperor’s sudden demise was widely attributed to poison,
and historians continue to debate whether the monarch was poisoned or
intentionally infected with smallpox.”® Komei was succeeded by his son
Mutsuhito, better known as the Meiji emperor. The new monarch was
only fourteen and unlike his father, had never known a world without
Western warships in Japanese ports. Accordingly, unlike his father, the
Meiji emperor had no expectation that Japan could return to relative cul-
tural and political isolation. This change of sovereign thus helped dissi-
pate the court’s xenophobia. But many powerful courtiers remained leery
of Satsuma and Choshii, and Yoshinobu retained enough influence at
court to blunt his rivals from the southwest. When Choshti began sending
troops to Kyoto in early 1867/12, for example, Yoshinobu arranged for an
imperial order redirecting them to Osaka.”

In order to turn the court against Yoshinobu, Satsuma resorted to a pal-
ace coup. On 1867/12/8, the imperial court convened a meeting of daimyo,
court nobles, and samurai to discuss the pardon of Choshd, lifting its desig-
nation as an “enemy of the court.” Yoshinobu was not opposed to the pardon
and declined to attend. The council agreed, as expected, to pardon Chosht,
but then, in the late evening, moved on to a Satsuma-backed proposal. In
addition to Chosht, the conference agreed to pardon several influential
court nobles (including Iwakura Tomomi and Sanjé Sanetomi) who had
been censured for their radical, pro-Choshii activities. Iwakura had been
confined to a village in north Kyoto, but once pardoned, he quickly joined
the meeting. In the early hours of 12/9 the conference broke for recess and
the imperial regent Nijo Nariyuki returned home. In his absence, Iwakura
seized control. He called in troops, primarily from Satsuma, to seize the
gates of the imperial palace. Satsuma troops were girded for battle, and
the standing guard from Aizu and Kuwana was intimidated and with-
drew. Iwakura then summoned the assembly to hear the decree of the new
emperor. Seated behind a bamboo screen on a high platform, the young
monarch read an edict declaring the “revival of ancient kingly rule.”

This imperial edict was revolutionary but it invoked radical nostalgia,
citing a return to ancient ways to justify radical change. The decree abol-
ished the shogunate, including the office of shogun as well as lower posts
such as Kyoto Protector (Kyoto shugo), held by the daimyo of Aizu. Key
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offices of the imperial court were also eliminated: Nijo’s post of imperial
regent (sessho), a center of power since the seventh century, was no more.
The edict instituted a new political structure to replace the shogunate and
conventional imperial court positions. Prince Arisugawa, descendant of a
seventeenth-century emperor, would be prime minister (sosai); high-rank-
ing courtiers and major daimyo were named legislators (gijo), including
the lords of Satsuma, Tosa, Owari, and Fukui; lower courtiers were named
councilors (san’yo). This bicameral assembly was markedly less inclusive
than Tosa’s proposal, with no mention of ordinary samurai or commoners.
These innovations were described as part of the “revival of ancient kingly
rule” rather than a radical break with tradition.

The new government convened on the evening of 12/9 and, over the
objections of Tosa and Fukui, moved to change the terms of Yoshinobu’s
surrender. He would now surrender not just his post as shogun but his
imperial titles and lands as well.?° Even in the face of this provocation,
Yoshinobu maintained his equanimity. Rather than fight in the streets of
Kyoto, he withdrew his forces to Osaka. On 12/16, he summoned represen-
tatives of the United States, Britain, France, Holland, Italy, and Prussia to
inform them that he remained the effective ruler of Japan.®! From Osaka,
he exploited divisions in the new imperial government, particularly the
ambivalence of Tosa and Owari. By the end of the month his efforts were
yielding fruit: the new government agreed that the details of Yoshinobu’s
surrender would have to be part of future deliberations over the new gov-
ernment’s finances.®

Yoshinobu's resilience drove Satsuma to extreme measures. Since
they could not outmaneuver him in deliberations, Satsuma used street
violence to provoke a crisis. Beginning in late 1867/11, Satsuma samurai
and loyalist ronin began a campaign of targeted mayhem in Edo, ransack-
ing merchant warehouses, setting fire to shogunal property, and attacking
police officers. On 12/23, after weeks of rumors, a suspicious fire broke
out and destroyed the shogunal castle’s women’s quarters. That same eve-
ning, assailants attacked the villa of Shonai domain, a close shogunal ally,
and fled through the city to the Satsuma compound. Edo officials were
outraged and sought retribution: on 12/25 they attacked and burned the
Satsuma compound, killing several men.?

In Osaka, Yoshinobu had been struggling to hold back his supporters,
but when news of the fighting in Edo reached Osaka, he could restrain his
men no longer. On the first day of the Japanese New Year, he issued a fiery
decree, denouncing the imperial council of 12/9 as nothing more than
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a coup by Satsuma. Those villains had deceived the young emperor, dis-
missed his trusted advisors, and burned and pillaged in Edo. Yoshinobu
demanded that these traitors be handed over so that he might avenge this
affront to the imperial house. In the first days of the New Year, the sho-
gunate sent troops north from Osaka to Kyoto, in a desperate attempt to
“punish” its rivals. The battle was joined.

In less than a week, Tokugawa forces were defeated. This swift collapse
was unexpected. The shogunal army was nearly 13,000 men strong and
included goo French-trained infantry, some of the best troops in Japan.
They were supported by samurai from Aizu, Kuwana, and other allied
domains. Many troops on the shogunal side fought with great courage.
Forces from Aizu showed how effective traditional samurai tactics could
be: on at least two occasions they routed Satsuma and Choshi riflemen
with swords and pikes by charging before the enemy could reload. But
shogunal forces were undermined by feckless leadership, disorganization,
and chronic disunity. Lacking a coherent strategy, their troops were con-
sistently in the wrong place at the wrong time and unable to take advan-
tage of their numerical superiority. Shogunal forces did not advance after
victories and reinforcements did not deploy as ordered. As the shogun’s
army faltered, its allies began to hedge their bets. Yodo domain, nomi-
nally a Tokugawa ally, refused to allow shogunal troops to take refuge in
Yodo Castle. A final blow came on 1/6 when Tsu domain switched sides
and began shelling Aizu troops rather than the enemy. Battered from
without and eroded from within, the armies of the shogunate imploded.®
Yoshinobu ordered a retreat to Edo. There was scattered talk of a valiant
last stand, but Yoshinobu had lost the will to fight. In 1868/4, the last sho-
gun surrendered Edo Castle without a fight.

Meiji leaders would later insist that they overthrew a backward, hide-
bound, and insular regime. Western observers saw nothing of the sort. On
the contrary, they held Yoshinobu in uniquely high regard. The US Consul
Robert Bruce Van Valkenburgh, for example, described him as “the most
progressive and liberal in his ideas of any Japanese official.” The nascent
Meiji government had won the support of Kyoto, but that endorsement
was tainted by the court’s legacy of insularity and xenophobia. Despite a
change in monarch, the imperial decree of 12/9 still lamented how for-
eigners had brought turmoil to Japan: “The unprecedented national crisis
that began in 1853 endlessly troubled the heart of the previous emperor,
and this became known to the masses.” Accordingly, most foreign officials
were suspicious of the new regime. In the words of US Secretary of State
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William Henry Seward, “the Tycoon’s resignation of his powers into the
hands of the Mikado would seem to be occasion for regret.”

Despite these gloomy predictions, the Meiji government would achieve
revolutionary change. But it would do so in alliance with its erstwhile ene-
mies. In the battles of 1868, anti-Tokugawa forces and Tokugawa loyalists
were divided more by factional animosities and rancor than by ideology.
Both sides included stodgy conservatives and xenophobes, and reform-
ers on the imperial side resembled their Tokugawa counterparts more
than their own conservatives. Reformers on both sides were influenced by
cosmopolitan chauvinism and radical nostalgia, looking both to Western
models and ancient local precedents. In the short term, the Meiji govern-
ment needed to defeat the Tokugawa in battle in order to assert its own
legitimacy. But as passions cooled, it became clear that many Tokugawa
vassals could be valuable servants of the new state. That rapprochement
allowed the Meiji state to achieve revolutionary change without revolution-
ary violence.
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A Newly Ancient Japan

BEGINNING IN 1868, the self-described imperial government trans-
formed the formal political structure of Japan. It toppled the Tokugawa
shogunate, dissolved the domains, and created a new centralized state.
Those changes were remarkably peaceful. The new government removed
an entire ruling elite without provoking a protracted civil war. On the con-
trary, the early years of the Meiji state were characterized by a surprising
aversion to conflict. On the Tokugawa side, advocates of a dignified surren-
der proved more influential than hardliners. As a result, the last Tokugawa
shogun died not in battle in 1868 but of old age in 1913, wealthy and
respected. Despite Yoshinobu’s surrender, some Tokugawa allies refused
to capitulate. Aizu domain, in particular, was adamantly opposed to the
ascendance of Satsuma and Chosh, and that struggle split Japan along
regional lines: the northeast versus the southwest. Both Japanese and for-
eign observers wondered whether rebels in the northeast would secede,
precipitating a long and bloody conflict like the US Civil War. But even for
diehards in Aizu, open sucession was a bridge too far. The rebels stopped
short of seceding and the fighting was over after a few pitched battles.

Between 1869 and 1871, the new government peacefully dissolved the
entire daimyo class. Initially, the new Meiji government approached the
daimyo with great caution. The Meiji leadership, which was overwhelming
samurai, believed that loyalty to one’s lord was a cardinal virtue, and they
were loath to destroy the institutions to which they themselves had sworn
fealty. Instead, they continued Tokugawa-era efforts to work through the
daimyo, establishing daimyo advisory councils and encouraging daimyo
to modernize their armies and balance their budgets. Rather than move
directly toward a powerful central government, they hoped that dozens of
regional reform efforts might add up to a Japanese nation-state.
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That hope was in vain, but the restraint with which the Meiji govern-
ment approached the daimyo had an unexpected outcome. It undermined
rather than encouraged the continuance of daimyo rule. Over these years,
as they struggled with domain reform, some of Japan’s most astute and
capable daimyo emerged as advocates of central control. They argued that
domain reform was not only difficult but also unproductive: dozens of
regional reform efforts would not create a Japanese nation-state. Rather
than fight in defense of noble privilege, many of the last generation of
daimyo were eager to be coopted: a handful received positions in the new
Meiji government, but most simply accepted lavish pensions and disap-
peared from political life. That quiet surrender of the old regime reveals
how local understandings of Japan had been transformed. It was difficult
to be an advocate for Japan without supporting a Japanese nation-state,
and that required the dissolution of the domains. A new cosmopolitan
chauvinist vision of Japan thus undermined the old regime.

The Boshin War (1865-1869)

The war that destroyed the Tokugawa is known as the Boshin War, a name
derived from the Chinese zodiac signs for the year 1868. Although some
partisans held out until 1869/5/18 (June 27), the fate of the shogunate was
decided in the first few days of 1868. By 1869/1/17, Yoshinobu was con-
vinced that his best option was a dignified surrender. Instead of defending
the Tokugawa shogunate, he shifted his attention to something smaller,
the Tokugawa house. He petitioned the imperial court to recognize his
adopted heir, a four-year-old named Kamenosuke. Yoshinobu began dis-
mantling the shogunate from within, dismissing key fudai lords and
liege vassals from shogunal service and ordering them to obey imperial
decrees. Those decrees anticipated the demands of the Meiji government
and blunted its appetite for a punitive campaign against the Tokugawa.!
International concerns also heightened the new government’s desire
to avoid a protracted civil war. The nascent Meiji government understood
that it needed to protect the life and property of foreigners to secure its
legitimacy. But the imperial alliance included xenophobic radicals, who
were emboldened by the collapse of the shogunate, and the new govern-
ment found it difficult to restrain its own troops. When imperial troops
entered Kobe on 1868/1/u (February 4), for example, they injured dip-
lomatic personnel and killed several soldiers in the foreign concession,
a zone administered by the foreign powers under the unequal treaties.
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The consuls of Britain, the United States, France, Prussia, Italy, and the
Netherlands issued a joint letter, demanding reparations and the pun-
ishment of those responsible. Only by such actions, they warned, could
“future and friendly relations be preserved between the government of the
undersigned and that of his Majesty the Mikado.”? Within a few years, the
Meiji government had repaired its image, declaring its commitment to, in
[t6’s words, “that strong feeling of brotherly love which so unites distant
peoples.” But establishing that new public image required a quick peace
rather than a long civil war.

The imperial government was also concerned with civil unrest. Popular
protest surged in the 186o0s, sparked largely by inflation and poor harvests.
Eager to placate the populace, the new imperial army promised tax relief,
a commitment it would soon regret. The tenor of the protests revealed
a frayed social fabric. Rather than follow convention, and appeal to the
government for mercy and compassion, protestors began to employ the
phrase “world renewal” (yonaoshi), invoking a utopian, quasi-religious
vision of the future. Moving beyond simple economic demands, they envi-
sioned a new age of enlightenment, abundance, and equality. Then, in mid-
1867, broad swathes of Japan erupted in carnivalesque revelry. Townsmen
and villagers created impromptu festivals. Prompted by the “mysterious”
appearance of religious amulets, they left home for pilgrimage sites or
indulged in raucous public dancing, wearing wild costumes, cross dress-
ing, or simply stripping naked. Since most commoners could not travel or
hold festivals without permission, these spontaneous celebrations were an
open snub to authority. These protests had no overt political content: par-
ticipants sang bawdy but fatalistic songs ending with the refrain “ee ja nai
ka,” or “what the hell!” but they made no direct references to shogunal
misrule or imperial virtue. But beneath this merriment was clear evidence
of social unrest: revelers targeted the wealthy, wrecking their homes with
frenzied dancing.* For Japan’s political elite, this was yet more evidence of
popular discontent and the deterioration of conventional social controls.?

These domestic and international pressures weighed against a pro-
tracted punitive campaign. Although the new government blustered about
the “crimes” of the shogunate, it wanted peace and cooperation more
than vengeance. Thus, while complaining that Yoshinobu had “deceived
the imperial court,” the new government allowed him to retire to Mito
domain. His chief officers, despite their “grave crimes,” were also granted
imperial clemency and allowed to retire from public life. Edo Castle was
to be surrendered to the lord of Owari, a collateral Tokugawa house. The



124 TO STAND WITH THE NATIONS OF THE WORLD

Tokugawa promised to hand over all war materiel. On 1868/4 /1 imperial
troops peacefully entered the city. The fall of the shogunate was complete.®

With his surrender, Yoshinobu abandoned the Tokugawa shogunate
but saved the Tokugawa lineage. Indeed, the new Meiji government would
reward Kamenosuke, Yoshinobu’s five-year-old heir, with a massive fief.
Ironically, Yoshinobu’s surrender agreement prompted the most dogged
resistance of the Boshin War. The surrender terms ignored both Tokugawa-
allied domains such Aizu and ordinary Tokugawa vassals. Those parties
felt betrayed and abandoned. They ignored Yoshinobu’s decision to sur-
render and elected to fight the new imperial government on their own.
The main resistance movement was the Northern Alliance (Ouetsu rep-
pan domei), a regional coalition of domains. At its core, the fighting was a
contest between the new government and Aizu domain, whose samurai
had fought tenaciously at Fushimi-Toba. But the struggle expanded into
a broader regional conflict, between the northeast and the southwest.
The leaders of the new Meiji government were overwhelmingly from the
southwest, Satsuma and Chosht in particular. Aizu, by contrast, was in
the northeast. When the imperial army insisted that Aizu be “punished,”
the lords of neighboring domains instead appealed for leniency on Aizu’s
behalf. The Meiji government interpreted this regional solidarity as sedi-
tion, and the struggle became a civil war.

The Northern Alliance aspired to sustain the Tokugawa order without
Tokugawa support. Yoshinobu had resigned as shogun, but the Alliance
re-created the old regime with a new shogunate and its own imperial
court. The daimyo of Sendai was declared the new shogun and an impe-
rial prince, Kitashirakawa Yoshihisa (1847—-95), was quietly enthroned as
an alternative emperor.” Intriguingly, this creation of a separate eastern
throne recalled a contingency plan developed by the Tokugawa more
than 250 years earlier. In 1616, the Tokugawa began the tradition of hav-
ing an imperial prince serve as the chief abbot of Kan’ei-ji, a shogunal
temple in Edo. The plan was that if anti-Tokugawa forces ever gained
control of Kyoto and began issuing orders in the name of the emperor,
the Tokugawa could respond with its own emperor. It would enthrone
the abbot of Kan'ei-ji, thereby creating a new “emperor” in Edo, who
was conveniently the head of a Tokugawa temple. In 1868, more than
250 years later, the Northern Alliance acted on this plan, referring to
chief abbot Kitashirakawa with terms normally reserved for a reigning
emperor. Rumors of Kitashirakawa’s enthronement were so widespread
that foreign diplomats and newspapers wrote of a second “Northern
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Mikado.” There was Japanese precedent for a civil war between rival
emperors: from 1336 to 1392 two lineages of distant cousins each claimed
the throne. But in 1868, the Northern Alliance chose not to publicly
declare Kitashirakawa the sole true monarch of Japan.® Even while fight-
ing against Satsuma and Chosh, the rebels stopped short of provoking
an irreparable schism.

Aizu and its allies fought with ferocity and courage, but they could
not hold back the imperial army. The Northern Alliance surrendered in
1868/9 after two months of intense combat. In their last days, they were
joined by a rump of the shogunal navy, led by Enomoto Takeaki. Enomoto
was outraged by Yoshinobu’s surrender but did not defect until 1868/8/
19 when he felt certain that Kamenosuke, the Tokugawa heir, was safe.
Then he left Edo with some 2,000 retainers, several French advisors, and
the shogunate’s best warships. After stopping in Sendai, they proceeded
to Ezo and quickly overwhelmed government forces, capturing the city of
Hakodate on 10/26.° The government chose not to attack in winter, and
Enomoto’s rebels held out until 1869/5 (June).

Had Enomoto defected four months earlier, he might well have
embraced the goals of the Northern Alliance and sought to reconstruct
the old regime. ' But by late 1868 that goal lay in ashes, and instead,
Enomoto and his supporters created a new regime, known in English as
the “Republic of Ezo.” The term “republic” was a misnomer, but it reflects
how progressive and Western-oriented the Ezo rebellion appeared to for-
eign observers. The US Consul Van Valkenburgh, for example, praised
Enomoto for “consistently advocat[ing] progress, and a liberal foreign inter-
course.”" Enomoto’s core grievance was that Yoshinobu's surrender had
ignored many Tokugawa vassals, leaving them as ronin, former samurai
without income or support. He requested control over Ezo as compensa-
tion for those lost stipends and holdings. But when addressing foreigners,
Enomoto situated this grievance in the context of global political change.
The governments of Asia, he declared, suffered from a chasm between
ruler and ruled, leading to anger and resentment. The situation in Japan
was merely an example of that pervasive problem, and it would be resolved
once the new government allowed the rebels to communicate directly with
their sovereign. Foreign arbitration, Enomoto declared, could give the reb-
els access to their emperor, prevent an internecine war, and allow Japan to
establish a “civilized government” (bunmei no seifu).'” Unlike the leaders of
the Northern Alliance, Enomoto was able to recast his grievances within
cosmopolitan discourse.
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Because of its international engagement, the Ezo rebellion antici-
pated aspects of the Meiji government. The “Republic of Ezo” was deeply
concerned with international legitimacy and was led by Western-trained
Japanese and foreign advisors. Enomoto had studied naval science in
Holland for five years and was a staunch proponent of military modern-
ization. He was comfortable around Westerners and could meet privately
with the British consul without a translator since both men were fluent in
Dutch. Assisting Enomoto were several French military officers, members
of a mission to the shogunate who had ignored their home government’s
orders to remain neutral. Lieutenant Jules Brunet became the rebel-
lion’s de facto foreign minister; he drafted the rebels’ French-language
announcements, arranged meetings with foreign consuls, and handled
preliminary negotiations with foreign powers. * Brunet deftly recast the
rebels’ grievances in terms of natural rights: the rebels wanted peace but
they had “legitimate rights to live honorably in the land of their fathers
and [they] are ready to defend those rights, arms in hand.”** Working
together, Enomoto and Brunet convinced the foreign consuls in Hakodate

FIGURE 4.1 Jules Brunet and Tokugawa Military Officers, c. 1868. Brunet is in the
front row, second from the left, turning towards Tokugawa army officer Matsudaira
Tard. Hakodate City Central Library (Hakodate-shi Chao Toshokan).
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to mediate between the rebels and the imperial government.” The Meiji
government rejected such mediation, since it would have constituted indi-
rect recognition of the rebel cause. But the offers to mediate reveal how the
Ezo rebels had impressed the foreign powers.

The misnomer “Republic of Ezo” also reflects how deftly Enomoto
appealed to foreign opinion. There was nothing “republican” about the
Ezo rebellion. The rebels believed in imperial rather than popular sov-
ereignty, and they never described their own government as a republic.
The phrase “Republic of Ezo” likely emerged from a promise by Brunet
that the rebel government would choose its leaders according to “uni-
versal suffrage.””® The rebels did indeed hold an election on 1868/12/
15. Enomoto was elected president, winning 156 of 856 ballots cast. But
suffrage in that election was far from “universal.” Only one-third of the
rebels cast ballots: voting was restricted to those who held the position of
squadron commander and higher rank. Ordinary soldiers and the gen-
eral population were excluded and largely unaware of the proceedings.
The account of one soldier refers to the election as a “great banquet” for
senior officers.” In English-language accounts, however, this election was
understood as an imitation of Western democracy. This garbled, but posi-
tive, assessment of the Ezo rebellion reflects how highly Enomoto was
regarded in foreign circles.

Resistance to the nascent Meiji government thus took two distinct
forms. The Northern Alliance attempted to resurrect shogunal rule even
after Yoshinobu had dissolved the Tokugawa shogunate. The “Republic
of Ezo,” by contrast, anticipated some of the most progressive aspects of
the Meiji government. It held elections, albeit with a limited franchise.
It embraced advanced technology and employed foreign advisors. It was
deeply concerned with international legitimacy. In 1869, the nascent Meiji
government saw these accomplishments as a threat. After defeating the
“Republic of Ezo” in June 1869, it imprisoned Enomoto and his support-
ers. But ideological affinities proved more important than wartime ani-
mosities, and the government soon rehabilitated and embraced the rebels.
In 1872, it pardoned Enomoto and two years later appointed him minis-
ter plenipotentiary to Russia. The Ezo government’s army minister, Otori
Keisuke, was pardoned and appointed minister plenipotentiary to both
China and Korea. The Ezo navy minister, Arai Ikunosuke, became head of
the Meiji government’s meteorological agency.

The Meiji government’s treatment of Brunet was similarly forgiv-
ing. Brunet escaped back to France and the Meiji government initially
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demanded his punishment, but it soon granted full pardons to Brunet
and his fellow French officers. Brunet was eventually transformed into a
hero, decorated with both the Order of the Rising Sun and the Order of
the Sacred Treasure. Brunet returned the compliment by writing a book
on modern Japanese “orders of chivalry,” complete with a glowing account
of the Meiji emperor.”® This rehabilitation of the rebels of the “Republic of
Ezo” reflects how ideology cut across factional lines: the Meiji government
found eager allies amonyg its old foes.

By contrast, the leaders of the Northern Alliance disappeared from pub-
lic life. The daimyo of Sendai and Yonezawa had little to offer the new gov-
ernment and sank into genteel obscurity.” They could not legitimize Japan
in a new international environment, explain the imperial state to European
observers, disseminate new social or material technologies, or even con-
verse comfortably with foreigners. On the contrary, they embraced exactly
what the new government sought to discard. Resistance to the Meiji gov-
ernment in the Boshin War thus took two distinct forms: the Northern
Alliance reflected the Meiji government’s past while the “Republic of Ezo”
resembled its future.

The Dissolution of the Domains

In order to create a nation-state, the Meiji government needed to replace
the daimyo. It could not establish national authority while maintaining
hundreds of independent armies, navies, and tax systems. Radical nostal-
gia offered ample reason to dissolve the domains swiftly and completely.
The abrogation of tradition could be justified by older precedents. The
daimyo had emerged only in the 1400s and 1500s to fill a power vacuum
caused by the collapse of older institutions: imperial authority and the
Ashikaga shogunate. As a symptom of imperial decline, the daimyo would
logically disappear under a newly powerful imperial state

In practice, however, replacing the domains was a fraught process. The
leaders of the Restoration were primarily samurai, men for whom loyalty
was a defining virtue. How could they advocate the elimination of their
own lords? And, after centuries of daimyo rule, what would the new gov-
ernment put in its place? The Meiji government could not remove the
daimyo until it had a new system of regional control. Accordingly, the new
government was extremely cautious in confronting daimyo rule, moving
gradually and incrementally for nearly two years.
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In its early days, the government gave no sign that it would dissolve
the domains. On the contrary, it rewarded its allies with hereditary land
grants, creating new domains. In that way it was more like a Meiji shogu-
nate than a radically new imperial government. The largest new domain
was a fief created for the Tokugawa heir, Kamenosuke. At 700,000 koku
it was larger than Chosha or Tosa, and it made Kamenosuke (now for-
mally Tokugawa lesato) one of the wealthiest daimyo in the realm. The
government also established an attendance schedule in Tokyo for daimyo,
a policy reminiscent of sankin kotai, the Tokugawa-era system of daimyo
attendance in Edo. The daimyo of Tokushima, Hachisuka Mochiaki, for
example, was supposed to be in his Tokyo villa in the winters of 1872, 1875,
1878, and 1881. Tokugawa Kamenosuke was scheduled for the winters of
1871, 1874, 1877, and 1880.% The government also punished its enemies by
reducing their holdings, much like the Tokugawa had in the early 1600s.
The Matsudaira of Aizu, for example, were stripped of their holdings but
then reinvested as the lords of Tonami domain, a holding one-eighth the
size and more than 300 miles away from their original territory.?' The
Meiji government also created new domains to compensate daimyo dis-
placed by the creation of Kamenosuke’s new fief. Nagao domain, for exam-
ple, was created in 1868/7 for Honda Masamori, formerly the daimyo of
Tanaka domain.

The government’s deference to traditional authority was revealed in the
famous “Charter Oath” of April 1868. That five-article oath was sworn by
Sanjo Sanetomi to the ancient gods on behalf of the Meiji emperor. The
first article declared, “We shall determine all matters of state by public
discussion, after assemblies have been convoked far and wide.” Advocates
of Japanese democracy would later insist that those words promised the
creation of an elected assembly. But the drafters of the oath were think-
ing more modestly of daimyo councils. The oath was designed largely to
pull daimyo away from individual local agendas and into the new national
government.?? Indeed, the early national councils of the Meiji government,
the kogisho and shiigiin, were both based on old domain lines and repro-
duced hereditary status distinctions. In that sense, they closely resembled
the ruling council of the Northern Alliance. Such institutions suggested
that daimyo status still mattered, and samurai acted accordingly. The
Tokugawa vassal Osawa Mototoshi, for example, falsified a report of his
holdings so that he would be classified as a daimyo rather than a hata-
moto: he described a large lake in his territory as land under reclamation.
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The Meiji leadership sustained daimyo authority partly because they
were unsure of how to replace it. In 1869/, in a first step toward cen-
tral control, the government began reappointing the daimyo as “domain
governors” (han chiji), leaving them in power while redefining them as
agents of Tokyo. The first daimyo to “return” their investitures were the
lords of Choshii, Satsuma, Tosa, and Hizen, the powerful southwestern
domains that had defeated the Tokugawa. Pressed by their own retain-
ers, they offered their investitures to the emperor in a formal ceremony
on 1869/1/20. Many daimyo understood that this precedent was a veiled
order and began voluntarily “returning” their holdings as well. A mere
fourteen holdouts were ordered to “return” their holdings on 1869/6/
24. This process was described as the “return” of daimyo investitures to
the emperor (hanseki hokan) because, according to imperial ideology, all
sovereignty derived from the emperor. The daimyo were already imperial
vassals, so the formal gesture of “returning” their investitures merely con-
firmed that the daimyo themselves recognized the emperor as their lord.
The emperor responded to this gesture by reinvesting the daimyo with
the new status of “governor,” marking them as imperial servants rather
than shogunal vassals.

Rhetorically, these rituals of “return” drew on cosmopolitan chauvin-
ism and radical nostalgia, connecting the ancient past to modern chal-
lenges. The announcement of the first “return” declared that Japan had
been under imperial rule since the days of Amaterasu. The return of
domain investitures recognized this ancient truth, but it would also help
Japan “stand equal with foreign countries.” A return to ancient principles
was thus completely compatible with the establishment of Japanese sover-
eign authority in a new international order.”

As domain governors, daimyo were simultaneously regional lords and
agents of central authority. The governors’ high-ranking officers were, sim-
ilarly, both samurai retainers and also central government officials, now
bound by new civil service regulations (shokuinrei). That hybrid, interim
system had the unexpected effect of turning the daimyo themselves against
daimyo rule. The government gave daimyo authority over their holdings
but ordered them to reduce samurai stipends, to retire their debts, and
to begin purchasing new arms. That process was both demanding and
humiliating. Daimyo needed to reduce their own expenses, to make cuts
in their retainers’ stipends, and to institute complicated reforms. For
many daimyo, the demands of reform began to overweigh the perquisites
of power.%*
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Hachisuka Mochiaki, the daimyo of Tokushima, epitomized how
daimyo came to reject their own status. In 1867, as heir apparent, Mochiaki
had suggested to the British diplomat Ernest Satow that he wanted to
abdicate and study in England.?> When his father died suddenly in 1868/1,
Mochiaki became daimyo and immediately began clashing with his own
vassals. Mochiaki wanted to join the Boshin War on the imperial side, but
the domain establishment was more cautious. The Hachisuka had long
enjoyed Tokugawa favor, and Mochiaki's father had been adopted from the
Tokugawa house. After his appointment as domain governor, Mochiaki
confronted a new crisis. He was required to reduce samurai stipends on
the orders of the central government, but who exactly were his samurai?
In Tokushima, that was a divisive question. One of Tokushima’s elite sam-
urai families, the Inada, had their own castle and vassals. According to
new national standards, the Inada were samurai, but the vassals of the
Inada were not. As vassals of vassals, Inada samurai were to be classified
as soldiers (sotsu) rather than samurai (shi), resulting in a reduction in
both income and status. The Inada vassals were determined to avoid this
demotion and in 1869/8 they appealed to the Meiji government for a spe-
cial accommodation. %

Rather than engage this dispute, Mochiaki hoped to avoid it. In 1870/
1, he recommended dissolving all domains in favor of smaller adminis-
trative units. The government, he wrote, needed to fulfill its promise to
abolish old customs and to create a powerful, centralized imperial state.
It needed to break up domains into prefectures and to place all samurai
under the command of a national army minister. The very word domain
(han), he argued, was pernicious and should be decisively abolished.” A
full nineteen months before the Meiji government dissolved the domains,
Mochiaki was advocating the end of daimyo rule.

In the interim, the Tokushima-Inada dispute exploded in violence. The
Meiji government hoped to accommodate the Inada vassals by resettling
them in Ezo. In Tokushima, however, both factions continued to fight over
conventional samurai status. The Inada vassals proposed the creation of a
new Inada domain. That would make them direct vassals of a daimyo and
therefore true samurai rather than sub-vassals. That proposal infuriated a
group of Tokushima samurai, including the head of the domain academy,
who viewed the Inada appeal as insulting and disloyal.?® Determined to
defend the honor of their lord, on 1870/5/13 nearly a thousand Hachisuka
retainers attacked the Inada villa in Tokushima, murdered the occupants,
and burned it to the ground. Mochiaki was dismayed and humiliated: in
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1868 his vassals had failed to rally to the imperial cause, and then in 1870
they had embarrassed him in front of the new imperial government. Their
understanding of samurai honor had served only to bring Tokushima
under suspicion of treason (muhon) against the central government.”

For Mochiaki, the end of daimyo rule in 1871 was more a relief than a
defeat. Like all daimyo, he was granted a generous severance package in
government bonds. Free to leave Japan, he went to England and studied
at Oxford. Upon his return he proved himself a capable if unexceptional
administrator and was eventually appointed ambassador to France and
then minister of education. Financially savvy and politically well connected,
Mochiaki found capitalism as appealing as feudalism. His investments in
railroads, insurance, and textiles provided him with ample income, and
his status as a Meiji government official maintained his prestige.*

The case of Tokushima domain was remarkable for its explosive violence
and for the intensity of Mochiak{’s disaffection, but the underlying tensions
were common to many domains. Many lords shared Mochiaki's sense that
daimyo rule was a fool’s errand, and daimyo such as Ikeda Yoshinori of
Tottori and Tokugawa Yoshikatsu of Nagoya recommended dissolving the

FIGURE 4.2 Satsuma Military Officers. Note the combination of Western military
uniforms and traditional samurai haircuts in this studio portrait of Satsuma offi-
cers. J. Paul Getty Museum, 84.X0.613.7.
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domains in favor of a more powerful central government.*! One of the few
vocal defenders of traditional power structures was Shimazu Hisamitsu,
father of the young daimyo of Satsuma. Hisamitsu regularly upbraided the
new government for weakening daimyo authority and undermining tradi-
tional status distinctions. He fulminated against the adoption of Western
dress, which failed to distinguish adequately between high- and low-born
individuals; against the education of women, which he deemed contrary
to orthodoxy; and against the intermarriage of commoners and samu-
rai.*? Given the size and military might of Satsuma, Hisamitsu’s disaffec-
tion was intimidating, but his was a lonely voice. Rather than rally other
daimyo to a common cause, he reveled in his own pugnacious denuncia-
tions of change.

While daimyo resistance to reform faded, the new government in Tokyo
became increasingly aware of the need for centralized control. Military
leaders, such as Yamagata Aritomo and Saigd Takamori, wanted troops
that were loyal to the emperor, not individual domains. Diplomatically,
the continuation of daimyo rule undermined the international reputation
of the Meiji state. It was impossible to convince foreigners that Japan was
becoming a respectable nation-state while Hisamitsu paraded through the
capital with a samurai retinue in traditional dress. Financially, the central
government could not control its budget without stipend reform and the
direct collection of taxes. In civil affairs, the reform of samurai stipends
was chaotic, with different strategies in each domain.

By mid-1871, the divisive question was not whether to dissolve the
domains but what form of government to establish in their place. A few
general objectives were widely shared: the Meiji state would need to com-
bine ancient imperial sovereignty with international best practice. That
meant some form of monarchy with a clear separation of powers. But the
Meiji leadership struggled with the details. Should the state have a strong
legislature? An independent judiciary? How many ministries and which
would be the most powerful?** In1871/7, the Meiji leadership finally agreed
on the outlines of the new state. The formal structures were a fusion of
ancient Japanese and modern Western forms. The upper-level institutions
recalled the institutions of the ancient Japanese state. The supreme agency
was the Council of State (dajokan), which held paramount legislative, exec-
utive, judicial, and administrative power. The Council of State consisted of
three chambers. The most powerful was the Grand Chamber (sei’in), with
seven members: the Grand Minister (Sanjo Sanetomi), the Minister of the
Right (Iwakura Tomomi), the Minister of the Left (vacant, but later held



134 TO STAND WITH THE NATIONS OF THE WORLD

by Shimazu Hisamitsu) and four grand councilors (sangi). The Council
also included two lesser chambers: the Chamber of the Left (sa’in) and
the Chamber of the Right (win). These titles drew heavily on classical

Grand Minister,” and
“Minister of the Right” were based on the ancient Nara-Heian court. In

East Asian models. The terms “Council of State,

that way, the “new” government echoed the institutions of Tang China.

Beneath the Tang-style council was a cabinet system inspired by
European models. The new cabinet structure had eight ministries: for-
eign, finance, military, education, industry, justice, imperial household,
and religious affairs, or literally the Ministry of Shinto Deities (jingisho).
The inclusion of a foreign ministry was the most striking example of
European practice. In the ancient Tang and Nara governments, diplomatic
affairs rituals were handled by the Ministry of Rites (reibusho).

These two structures fit together imperfectly and reflected ongoing
tensions within the Meiji settlement. Positions in the Council of State
were held primarily by the old elite: court nobles and daimyo. The cabi-
net, by contrast, was staffed largely by low-ranking samurai. It was left
unclear how the two sectors would interact. How closely would the Grand
Chamber oversee the operation of the ministries? In practice, would the
finance minister or the grand minister determine the budget? These were
nettlesome questions, but even an imperfect centralized structure was
deemed better than hundreds of regional authorities. With much trepida-
tion, the government prepared to dismiss Japan’s regional rulers.

On 1871/7/14, the government announced that domains would be
replaced with prefectures. The language of the decree once again reflected
the tropes of cosmopolitan chauvinism and radical nostalgia. The decree
abrogated daimyo tradition in the name of more ancient tradition. The
emperor could not protect his subjects and make Japan “stand with the
nations of the world” while relying on the conventions of daimyo rule.
It was necessary, therefore, to secure a true return of authority to the
emperor.*> Daimyo would be well compensated for their lost income, but
they would no longer rule. The Meiji government braced itself for violent
reaction, but there was none. Demoralized, disorganized, and seduced
by generous pensions, the last generation of daimyo quietly faded from
the scene.

The dissolution of the domains marked the birth of the modern
Japanese state. Samurai revolutionaries had swept aside the old regime
and established, in its place, a new centralized government. That transi-
tion was peaceful largely because the daimyo themselves had lost faith
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in the institutions of the old regime. But the Meiji government had also
ensured peace by deferring many challenges. The new government had
hinted at radical change, but its reforms had not yet touched the lives of
most Japanese. Farmers still paid taxes in much the same manner as their
grandparents had done. The samurai still proudly wore two swords, as
a public symbol of their superiority to commoners. Military and govern-
ment appointments were still based primarily on hereditary privilege.
The Meiji government had created a Japanese state but not yet a Japanese
nation. That second stage of the Meiji revolution would produce a second
wave of conflict and turmoil.



5
The Impatient Nation

THE DISSOLUTION OF the domains made the Meiji regime a centralized
state, but more in name than in practice. The government had direct
authority over all Japanese subjects and, in theory, it could reach every vil-
lage in Japan. The remaining task was to use that power to turn Japanese
subjects into Japanese nationals and to create a Japanese nation-state.
For all its grand pronouncements, in 1871, the Meiji state barely touched
the daily lives of most Japanese. There was no national taxation: the state
received revenue from across Japan, but it was collected through thousands
of different local systems. There was no national army, only an Imperial
Guard cobbled together from the samurai troops of a few great domains.
There was no national legal code. Education was still conducted primarily
by local monks or in private academies. The government spoke in grand
terms of the equality of all Japanese subjects, but in practice, daily life was
still governed by conventional hierarchies. Samurai still lorded over com-
moners and wore two swords, their hereditary emblems of superior status.
Pariah castes, such as eta and hinin (lit. “non-persons”), were still bound by
long-standing restrictions on work and residence. As in the Tokugawa era,
the Japanese people were united largely by a shared sense of difference,
a common code of distinctions by status and region. The great project of
creating a single Japanese nation remained to be done.

At the same time, the government hoped to secure its international
legitimacy and revise the unequal treaties. Key provisions of the treaties
symbolically marked Japan as a subjugated nation. Under the provision
of extraterritoriality, for example, Westerners who committed crimes in
Japan were tried in their own courts under their own laws. Such arrange-
ments were common in treaties between the great powers and “uncivi-
lized” nations, so the treaties implicitly marked Japan as culturally inferior.
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More practically, under the unequal treaties, Japan could not set its own
import or export tariffs. That limited the government’s ability to raise rev-
enue and to shape economic development. Finally, the treaties were an
ever-present reminder of Japan’s defeat. The Western powers had imposed
the treaties through gunboat diplomacy, and that humiliation had under-
mined the Tokugawa shogunate. While the new Meiji government no lon-
ger sought to “expel the barbarian,” it was eager to cleanse itself of that
disgrace. The government therefore embarked on a diplomatic offensive
to revise the treaties.

In pursuit of these goals, the Meiji leadership made a remarkable deci-
sion: it would split in half. Key officials would leave Japan and travel to the
United States and Europe, explaining the Restoration to foreign leaders,
learning about the West, and laying the groundwork for treaty revision.
Meanwhile, a “caretaker government” (rusu seifu) would remain in Japan
and carry on the domestic revolution. Thus, for almost two years, from
November 1871 until September 1873, the story of the Japanese state is two-
fold. On the one hand, it is the story of the caretaker government in Tokyo,
led by veterans of the Restoration such as Saigd Takamori, Itagaki Taisuke,
and Et6 Shinpei. On the other, it is the story of the Iwakura Mission, a
massive embassy, named after its nominal leader, the court noble Iwakura
Tomomi.

The distinct experiences of those two governments led to a political
crisis. Under the best of circumstances, it would have been challenging
to reintegrate the two halves of the government. But the two groups had
developed starkly different understandings of how to build a powerful
Japanese nation-state. The Iwakura Mission was stunned to witness the
impact of the Industrial Revolution in America and Europe. In England,
for example, railroads and factories had transformed daily life, creating
astonishing levels of poverty and pollution, but also great wealth and
national power. While the mission members were familiar with techno-
logical achievements such as the steam engine, they were amazed by the
depth and breadth of England’s industrial transformation. Massive mod-
ern factories seemed to be everywhere, and that raised a new set of ques-
tions. How could Japan to develop a comparable depth of infrastructure?
How could the Meiji state create a new Japan, similarly crisscrossed by
railroads and telegraph lines, with skies darkened by factory smoke? The
idea that the Japanese state would need to promote specific technologies
was not new. Even before the Meiji Restoration, domains such as Saga and
Satsuma had promoted high-tech capital-intensive projects such as blast
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furnaces and shipyards. But the Okubo administration became convinced
that the state would need to lead all aspects of Japanese industrialization,
not just capital-intensive factories or infrastructure projects, such as rail-
roads and telegraphs, but also the production of ordinary consumer goods
such as ceramics and lacquer ware. That approach to economic develop-
ment stemmed from a new perception that Japan was economically under-
developed. It was poor in entrepreneurship as well as poor in capital. For
all their samurai pride, members of the Iwakura Mission were struck by
Japan’s economic inferiority compared to what they were seeing. The care-
taker government, by contrast, experienced no such shock. Accordingly,
men like Et6 imagined that economic parity with the West was close at
hand. Japanese entrepreneurial energy merely needed to be unleashed by
a new legal code.

The Iwakura Mission was also astonished by the decline of France and
the rise of Germany. It toured Paris and Berlin after the 1870—71 Franco-
Prussian War, in which Bismarck had diplomatically and militarily humili-
ated the most powerful state in continental Europe. That defeat sparked
a steady Japanese reappraisal of France, which had supplied military and
legal advisors to Japan in the 1870s. By the 1880s, however, Japanese advi-
sors were increasingly German. Like the Industrial Revolution, the Franco-
Prussian War was interpreted differently by the Iwakura Mission and the
caretaker government. From Japan, the communards of the 1871 Paris
Commune could be envisioned as a glorious fusion of republican ideals
and samurai valor. Even after the French army had surrendered to Prussia,
the proud men of Paris had fought on, concerned more with honor and
love of country than with their lack of supplies. Was this not the apotheo-
sis of patriotism? If ordinary shopkeepers and craftsmen fought with the
valor of great warriors, clearly France was an ideal nation-state. Even in
defeat, France was worthy of emulation. The Iwakura Mission, however,
saw something much less glorious. The Third Republic was dysfunctional
and struggling to pay reparations to Germany. Meanwhile, in Berlin, Otto
von Bismarck was building a modern German army with French monies.
The Iwakura Mission returned as converts of Prussian realpolitik. Wars
were not about honor or high principle, however useful those ideas might
be as propaganda. Nor were wars about scrambling for territory. Rather,
war was a tool to be employed cautiously and judiciously in the expansion
and consolidation of state power.

The political crisis of 1873 was thus a clash between two different
visions of how to build a powerful Japanese nation-state. Did Japan
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need a strong state to lead its backward people? Or were the Japanese
people, as members of a proud and powerful nation, ready to lead their
state? Did the state need to emancipate its people or to guide them?
This debate over the nature of government built on older tensions
within classical Chinese thought. Were commoners fundamentally
ignorant (gumin) and incapable of self-governance? Should the state,
in its role as “parents of the people,” uplift and reform their behavior?
Or was it essential for the state to hear and respond to popular griev-
ances? Was Confucius right when he asserted that a ruler defending his
realm needed the confidence of his people more than either weapons
or food?! Overlaid on these ancient questions were samurai notions of
virtue and loyalty. Was a samurai’s loyalty to his lord’s person or to his
lord’s house? Could a loyal samurai disobey his lord’s command in the
name of higher abstract principles? And how could these traditions be
carried forward in a world without daimyo or a shogun? Was a samurai’s
loyalty to the nation, the state, or the government? Japanese thinkers
wrestled with these questions while integrating newer, Western notions
of state sovereignty, human rights, and the equality of man. That intel-
lectual struggle produced a syncretic but compelling body of thought
drawing on the Confucian classics, samurai ethics, and European politi-
cal thought.

Because of this hybridity, the 1873 Political Crisis does not map neatly
onto conventional political distinctions. In much historical writing, the
caretaker government is described as deeply conservative. Two key mem-
bers of the caretaker government, Saigd Takamori and Et6 Shinpei, were
later involved in uprisings by tradition-minded samurai, and the caretaker
government is therefore often associated with “reactionary opposition
to modernization.”? But contemporary observers saw something starkly
different. The English-language Japan Gazette, for example, described
the caretaker government as “republicans” and the Iwakura Mission as
“monarchists.”® That description would have startled members of both the
Iwakura Mission and the caretaker government, who were united in their
support for imperial sovereignty. But the Gazette’s account stemmed from
partisanship, not confusion or ignorance. The editor, John Reddie Black,
was on close personal terms with the leaders of the caretaker govern-
ment, and his son, Henry Black, became something of a fellow traveler in
Japanese opposition politics. In using the term “republican,” the Gazette
was applauding the caretaker government’s embrace of terms such as
“rights” and “liberty.”*
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The Japan Weekly Mail, by contrast, opposed the caretaker govern-
ment and took an opposite stance. It faulted them for recklessness. In
an extended reference to Paul Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, it likened the
government’s impatience to the temptations of Satan. The Japanese gov-
ernment had imagined that some shortcut “would lead it abreast of the
nations who have not only been centuries toiling along the path” but had
also developed “increasing moral and intellectual force.” The tempting
illusion that Japan could rapidly catch up to the West was merely “the net
of the Flatterer,” the trickery of the devil.’

These contrasting accounts highlight different facets of the caretaker
government. It was committed to republican ideals, arguing that a core
duty of the state was to defend the rights and liberties of its people. It pur-
sued radical egalitarian goals, attacking status, class, and gender distinc-
tions. At the same time, its sense of rights was infused with the samurai
sense of honor. Defending the “rights of the people” thus encompassed
avenging slights to samurai honor. That expansive sense of “rights” led
to a reckless foreign policy. By the time the Iwakura Mission returned in
late summer 1873, the caretaker government was ready to start wars with
both China and Korea. The caretaker government was equally impatient
and reckless in domestic policy. Convinced that it could rapidly transform
Japan into a world power, it pressed ahead at breakneck speed on mili-
tary conscription, the abolition of status distinctions, religious indoctrina-
tion, and compulsory primary school education. Like other revolutionary
regimes (French, Russian, and Chinese), it associated moderation and
patience with cowardice and treason.

The members of the Iwakura Mission, by contrast, were committed to
the steady and deliberate consolidation of state power. It would take gen-
erations, not months or years, for Japan to rival Western economic power
and, in the interim, the Japanese people needed guidance more than lib-
eration. How could Japanese commoners lead the state when they lacked
an appreciation of the Industrial Revolution? The transformation of Japan
into a great power would require not liberation but state leadership, espe-
cially in the economy. The Japanese people could enjoy civil rights but only
under the aegis of a powerful, developmental state. In foreign policy, Japan
would fight wars, but only as part of a coherent geopolitical strategy, not
to avenge slights. In emulation of Prussia, the Iwakura Mission favored
war only when the outcome was certain and a defeated enemy could be
saddled with the bill.
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The principal forces in modern Japanese politics emerged from
the 1873 Political Crisis. In January 1874, soon after resigning from
the government, key former officials issued a public call for an elected
assembly, insisting that a strong Japan required broad participation in
public affairs. That document marks the beginning of Japan’s democ-
racy movement. But those same men were also passionate supporters
of wars against China and Korea, eager to build a Japanese empire.
The 1873 Political Crisis thus birthed two entangled popular move-
ments: democratic calls for representation and inclusion, and populist
calls for mobilization and war. The victorious faction, led primarily by
Okubo Toshimichi, was focused instead on state power over popular
support. It created a powerful bureaucracy dedicated to industrial devel-
opment, a forerunner of the Japanese developmental state. The ante-
cedents of “Japan Inc.,” the post—-World War IT growth-oriented alliance
of business and government, emerged from the aftermath of the 1873
Political Crisis.

The lwakura Mission

The Iwakura Mission had three overlapping mandates. First was to dif-
ferentiate the Meiji government from the Tokugawa regime.® Second
was to declare the Japanese government’s eagerness to renegotiate the
unequal treaties. Third was to learn firsthand about Western institutions.
Those goals were complementary: by learning about Western institu-
tions, the Mission hoped to convince Western governments that it was
serious about domestic reform and thus different from the Tokugawa
shogunate.

That triple agenda was first suggested by Guido Verbeck, a Dutch-born
advisor to the Meiji government. When Verbeck learned that the new gov-
ernment was planning to dispatch a diplomatic mission to the West, he
sent a detailed set of recommendations to Okuma Shigenobu, a Meiji offi-
cial from Saga. Verbeck suggested that the embassy convey to Western
diplomats Japan’s desire to be “fully received and admitted to the society
of nations as contemplated by International Law” and to achieve “a perfect
political equality with the States of the West.” But the embassy should also
expect Western diplomats to reject those requests, insisting that Japan did
not yet merit equal treatment. Western officials would argue that Japanese
culture was simply too different and too insular. Japan’s civil and criminal
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court system did not correspond to “western standards of justice,” and
Japanese law still prohibited Christianity and freedom of movement by
foreigners. Verbeck proposed that the Mission engage these objections in
earnest. It should request a written “enumeration of these supposed essen-
tial measures to be taken by his [Majesty’s] Government for the establish-
ment of political equality.” It should be accompanied by several large study
committees tasked with examining Western institutions. Those commit-
tees would compile exacting reports so the government could then have an
informed debate on the course of domestic reform.

Verbeck emphasized the importance of learning about the West from
direct observation rather than texts. “There is something in the civiliza-
tion of the West,” he wrote, “that must be seen and felt in order to be fully
appreciated.” While the study of texts was valuable for understanding the-
ories and principles, Western institutions were the result of “practice and
experience,” not just “abstract reason.” Furthermore, the West abounded
in both positive and negative examples, offering “in the greatest variety,
excellences to be studied and imitated, as well as defects to be known
and avoided.” Verbeck’s emphasis on direct observation is especially
remarkable since he himself had served as a teacher in Saga domain’s
academy of foreign studies, where he taught English to several future
Meiji leaders. He was thus directly familiar with the limits of a classroom
education.® His emphasis on the impact of personal observation was pre-
scient: the Iwakura Mission members were indeed transformed by their
experiences abroad.

The Meiji government followed many of Verbeck’s recommendations.
The embassy was led by a high-ranking member of the government,
Iwakura Tomomi, minister of the right and the most capable court noble
in Japan. To mark the seriousness of the mission, Iwakura was given the
formal appointment of envoy extraordinary-ambassador plenipotentiary
(tokumei zenken taishi), while four other government leaders were named
vice-ambassadors: Okubo Toshimichi, Kido Takayoshi, It6 Hirobumi,
and Yamaguchi Naoyoshi.” Those appointments reflected the coalition of
domains that toppled the shogunate: Okubo was from Satsuma, Kido and
It6 from Choéshi, and Yamaguchi from Saga. The mission also included
a large number of researchers and students: officials, staff, and students
totaled more than 100 persons. Remarkably, Okuma, to whom Verbeck
had addressed his recommendations, was excluded from the mission,
squeezed out by more powerful figures.
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The Iwakura Mission left Tokyo in late December 1871 (1871/11/23) and
after two weeks in San Francisco crossed the United States on the newly
completed transcontinental railroad. The Mission faced its first diplo-
matic challenge soon after arriving in Washington, DC. Secretary of State
Hamilton Fish surprised the delegation with his willingness to consider
several key Japanese requests, including tariff autonomy and the modifi-
cation of extraterritoriality. Fish’s conciliatory position was strategic. The
United States was eager to distinguish its own ambitions in the Pacific
from European colonialism, and Fish hoped to dramatize that point by
making concessions to Japan in advance of the European powers. The
United States was also eager to reassert its primacy in Japan’s relations
with the West. It had “opened” Japan in 1853 but then lost ground dur-
ing the Civil War. Now, post-bellum, President Grant again wanted the
reunited nation to “be the pioneer in the trade & commerce between
Japan, China and the balance of the world.”!° Fish’s spirit of conciliation
stemmed from that ambition.

At the same time, Fish confounded the delegation with questions
about their credentials. Were they authorized to sign a treaty or merely
to begin initial consultation? Could they commit to a draft treaty, with
the assumption that ratification would be a mere formality? The Japanese
delegation was both delighted and confused. Fish seemed to be hinting at
major treaty revisions, but such negotiations were beyond their mandate.
In response to Fish’s queries, the Iwakura Mission decided to request an
enhanced mandate from Tokyo. In late March 1872 (1872/5/2) Okubo and
1t6 left Washington, DC, for Tokyo, to confer with the caretaker govern-
ment and request authorization to negotiate new treaties. The caretaker
government agreed to elevate Iwakura’s credentials, and Okubo and I1to
returned to Washington in late July (1872/6/17)." The Iwakura Mission
seemed poised to bring home a diplomatic triumph: concessions on the
unequal treaties.

Instead, the negotiations collapsed in acrimony. Full of optimism, but
ignorant of Western diplomatic culture, the Iwakura Mission proposed to
Fish a general conference in Europe on treaty reform. Fish was dismayed.
His goal was to strengthen US-Japanese bilateral relations, not to send a
US delegate to an international conference. A large multi-lateral confer-
ence would eclipse any special US-Japan relationship, so Fish read the
Japanese proposal as a rejection of his earlier overtures. He became angry
and distrustful. “It was not consistent with the dignity and self-respect” of
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the United States, he declared, to negotiate a treaty with Japan in Europe.
Writing confidentially to Grant, he accused Iwakura of “prevarication” and
“Oriental cunning.” Through its ambition and inexperience, the Iwakura
Mission had snatched defeat from the jaws of victory and irritated, rather
than persuaded, US diplomats.” In his diary, Kido Takayoshi expressed
utter despair: “Even though we have worked diligently for more than a
hundred days . . . and two of our men have made a special trip to our
country and back over 5000 ri of ocean and 3000 ri of plains and moun-
tains . . . all of our effort have come to naught. . . . I can ill-endure my
regret that after arriving here, through our haste, we brought things to
this end.”®

The failure of negotiations in Washington, DC, transformed the
Iwakura Mission. Overreaching on treaty revision had actually worked
against Japanese interests, so thereafter the mission erred on the side of
caution. Indeed, the mission abandoned not only plans for a general con-
ference in Europe but also any hope of prompt treaty revision. Instead,
the Mission focused on its third goal: the detailed observation of Western
institutions. Those observations reinforced the Mission’s new focus on
long-term strategy rather than quick results: it would take decades, not
years, for Japan to rival Western economic power.

In letters back to Japan, Okubo explained how the firsthand observation
of Europe had changed his understanding of Japan’s place in the world.
On the surface, it seemed that Japan was approaching a Western standard
of “civilization.” The Meiji government had begun universal education and
established a new court system. There was telegraph service from Tokyo
to Nagasaki and a railroad from Tokyo to Yokohama. But after months
in Europe and America, all this now seemed superficial and insubstan-
tial." The extent of Western economic development was astonishing. In
England, railways, roads, bridges, and canals stretched to remote corners
of the country. There were enormous factories for every possible indus-
try: shipbuilding, textiles, sugar refining, even a brewery in Birmingham
that Okubo described as thirty miles long. That massive industrial base
was beyond anything he imagined, but it was the key to Britain’s wealth
and power.” Building a strong Japanese nation-state would require build-
ing a similar industrial base.

Okubo’s second discovery was the rise of Prussia and the relative decline
of France. In the nascent German Empire, Bismarck was flush with vic-
tory over France and near the peak of his powers. In Okubo’s account, the
chancellor could propose legislation to the Reichstag fully confident that
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FIGURE 5.1 Railroad from Shinbashi to Shinagawa from an 1875 guide to “famous
places” by Hiroshige III. LACMA (16.16.5). Reprinted with permission.

it would be readily passed. When the Kaiser addressed the Reichstag, he
was greeted with rapturous applause. Prussia had thus combined the dig-
nity and stability of a monarchy with a popular assembly. Better still, the
Reichstag could expand the Prussian military by spending an indemnity
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won from France. The principles of the Paris Commune might be noble,
but Bismarck’s realpolitik paid cold hard cash. Prussia, Okubo noted, was
unlike anything he expected: vastly more advanced and impressive but still
“simple and honest.”

France, by contrast, was in turmoil. Both the left and the right distrusted
the provisional president Adolphe Thiers. Monarchists found him insuf-
ficiently conservative, while leftists blamed him for crushing the Paris
Commune, so the assembly was united only in its contempt for Thiers. It
voted to bar Thiers from speaking before the assembly and then passed a
vote of no confidence. Okubo found these maneuvers absurd. How could
a nation’s president be banned from speaking to its parliament? If this
was democracy in action, Okubo wanted none of it.” These experiences
confirmed Okubo’s older preferences for rule of law over popular assem-
blies.®® Indeed, Okubo concluded that French, English, and American
political models were inappropriate for Japan’s level of development. It
would be better to look to Russia and Prussia, which more closely matched
Japan’s level of “enlightenment” (kaika).”

Kido was similarly impressed by the virtues of order and stability. Upon
his return, he authored an essay in the Japan Weekly Mail asserting that
the French themselves were envious of the English. “Englishmen,” he
insisted, “make full use of those rights granted by the state.” The French,
by contrast, “make use of only half the rights bestowed upon them, while
illicitly seeking to seize the rights they do not have.” The result was chaos
and a decline in national power.?’ Kido was also troubled by how Russia,
Austria, and France had devoured Poland, exploiting its internal dissen-
sion. Both Poland and China, he observed, were wealthy and civilized, but
domestic squabbling had led both to ruin.”

While the Mission was in Berlin on March 19, orders arrived from
Tokyo requesting that Kido and Okubo return to Japan.?? Sanjo Sanetomi,
the nominal head of the caretaker government, was desperate for help.
Sanjo was ostensibly the leader of the caretaker government, and within
the rarified world of the imperial court nobility he outranked even Iwakura.
But he lacked the practical political skills needed to contain factionalism
within his own cabinet. After much discussion, the Mission decided to
send Okubo back immediately; he arrived in Tokyo in early May. Kido,
however, continued on to Russia as planned and did not return to Japan
until July. When Iwakura and the rest of the mission reached Tokyo in
September, after a leisurely passage through Southeast Asia, they arrived
to find Japan in exuberant revolutionary turmoil.
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The Caretaker Government

Like the Iwakura Mission, the members of the caretaker government came
from the coalition of domains that had toppled the shogunate. The grand
councilors of the Grand Chamber were Saigd Takamori (Satsuma), Itagaki
Taisuke (Tosa), Okuma Shigenobu (Saga), and Et6 Shinpei (Saga). Chosha
was represented by the acting heads of two powerful ministries: finance
(Inoue Kaoru) and the army (Yamagata Aritomo). Unlike the Iwakura
Mission, however, the caretaker government was committed to the rapid
revolutionary transformation of Japan. Blissfully unaware of Western
Europe’s technological and material superiority, they anticipated Japan’s
swift rise to world power status. Ideologically, the caretaker government
advocated individual liberty and equality but also the samurai virtues of
duty and self-cultivation. While actively dismantling the hereditary privi-
leges of the samurai estate, the caretaker government sought to create a
Japanese nation that embodied the best of samurai tradition. For the men
of the caretaker government, these goals were in harmony. The pursuit of
self-interest and self-cultivation was fully compatible with duty, honor, and
service to the greater good. That syncretic vision of politics and society,
labeled “republicanism” by the Japan Gazette, might instead be termed
“samurai populism”: its vision of “rights” and “liberty” was suffused with
a samurai sense of service. A samurai’s greatness lay in both his individual
talent and his selfless loyalty, and that became the basis of a new vision
of self-reliance and patriotic self-sacrifice. Convinced that their policies
would unleash the greatness of the Japanese people, the caretaker gov-
ernment had no fear of foreign wars, and in the fall of 1873 it was prepar-
ing to attack both Korea and Taiwan. Idealistic, passionate, and impatient,
“samurai populism” was the opposite of the deliberate realpolitik now
esteemed by the Iwakura Mission. That clash of visions fractured the
Japanese government.

The force of “samurai populism” was most evident in the conscrip-
tion of commoners. The imperial proclamation announcing conscrip-
tion (1872/11/28) boldly declared that all Japanese were now equal in their
rights and duties. This was described as a return to the ancient national
armies of the Nara period, in which the emperor himself had purport-
edly led conscripted commoners. The samurai estate’s long-standing
monopoly on military service was faulted as an evil transgression of this
ancient practice. Samurai themselves were denounced as arrogant idlers
inclined to senseless violence. But this overt criticism of samurai tradition
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was balanced by a more quiet celebration of samurai culture: all Japanese
would now “repay their country in blood.”?® That phrase resonated with
the samurai sense that a vassal was obliged to repay his lord’s munificence.
Conscription would bring that noble sense of purpose to the masses. For
many Japanese, however, the phrase was not ennobling but terrifying,
since it suggested that the new national government was literally intent
on taking their blood.*

The legal reforms of the caretaker government focused on rights, lib-
erty, and individual autonomy. Et6 Shinpei, justice minister and grand
councilor, wrote that the primary purpose of a state was to defend the
rights of its people. Patriotism stemmed from this principle: people
would voluntarily defend the state in order to defend their own rights.
Eto’s policies reflected this belief in power of a self-actualized Japanese
people. In legal reform, he advocated the rapid adoption of the Napoleonic
Code. The Japanese people, he reasoned, were ready to explode with
entrepreneurial energy and could propel Japan to unprecedented wealth
and power. But this popular energy was stifled by the Tokugawa legal
system. Because Japan lacked a public legal code, rights and duties were
unclear, and it was impossible for its people to avoid protracted litiga-
tion. Under a Western legal code, the people would know, clearly and
definitively, how to do business. What were their rights to buy and sell
property? To lease and to rent land? To issue and receive loans? Liberated
from legal confusion, Japan’s farmers and merchants could drive the
nation forward.?

The caretaker government’s policies on education were similarly radi-
cal. When the government announced compulsory primary education in
1872, it declared the primacy of the people over the state. It rejected the
“evil” notion that the purpose of education was to help samurai directly
serve the government. On the contrary, the purpose of education was
individual self-improvement: to help individuals become prosperous and
wise. Therefore, education would henceforth focus on law, politics, sci-
ence, medicine, and practical matters in farming, public administration,
business, and engineering rather than the memorization of the classi-
cal texts.” Implicit in these reforms was the assumption that a wealthy
and intelligent public would naturally strengthen the nation-state, so
self-improvement constituted its own form of loyal service. Furthermore,
education was for all, irrespective of gender or status, and the reforms
vehemently denounced gender bias in education. In a statement to the
Grand Chamber, education minister Oki Takato insisted that men and
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women were identical in their essential humanity and that boys and girls
therefore deserved equal educational opportunities.?” Similarly, education
should be extended to all without regard to income. Japan's new educa-
tional system would uplift all children, and their knowledge would become
the foundation of the Japanese state.”® Filled with this sense of revolution-
ary potential, a majority of the caretaker government imagined that they
could rapidly transform Japan. Catching up with the great powers merely
involved unleashing the energy of the Japanese people.

The caretaker government saw individual rights and self-interest as
fully compatible with a stable and harmonious social order. Et5, for exam-
ple, carried over from Confucianism the conviction that distinct social
positions were essential to social harmony: all people might be equal, but
they were not the same. The problem, for Et5, was that in Tokugawa Japan,
distinction had become mired in hereditary ascriptive status, so the social
order was based on ancestry rather than ability or function. Samurai inher-
ited distinctive rights and duties, irrespective of their ability to fight or
govern. For Et5, a comprehensive civil code such as the Napoleonic Code
would match legal distinctions to ability and achievement. Lenders and
debtors, renters and tenants, minor children and propertied adults, would
each have different rights and duties based on their social roles rather than
on their birth status. Legally clarifying the rights of all Japanese subjects
would thus lead to order rather than disorder.

Etd compared such legal clarity to an effective military command struc-
ture, likening unmarried men to new recruits and married men to trained
soldiers. By contrast, traditional Japanese society was like a motley gang
of soldiers whose appointments were unrelated to duties and responsibili-
ties. This militarized vision of liberty was part of “samurai populism.” In
Etd’s conception, ending the hereditary samurai status would actual help
realize samurai values by creating a society of loyal, self-actualized but
dutiful national subjects. Samurai values could be redeemed, paradoxi-
cally, through the egalitarian elimination of samurai status.”

Even before the return of the Iwakura Mission, dissenting members
of the caretaker government criticized this focus on liberty and equality.
Inoue Kaoru, for example, rejected the notion that Japan’s future lay in the
emancipation of its people. He argued instead that there were two elements
to national progress: the government and the people. The great nations of
Europe relied on the resourcefulness of their people, and the caretaker
government was trying to emulate that approach. But the Japanese peo-
ple were simply not that sophisticated. Japanese merchants haggled over
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petty profits instead of engaging in world trade. Japanese craftsmen were
ignorant of modern machinery, and Japanese farmers relied on the local
gentry for their knowledge of agriculture. The samurai were supposedly
the “parents of the people,” but they were, in fact, ignorant of both warfare
and public administration. It would take years to raise the Japanese people
to Western standards. In the interim, the rashness of the caretaker gov-
ernment’s reforms was toxic, like a too-potent medicine that kills rather
than cures the patient. The government needed to move cautiously and to
emphasize state power over popular support.*

Terashima Munenori, vice-minister of foreign affairs (gaimu daibu),
was also dismayed by his colleagues’ radical views. He explicitly deni-
grated their pronouncements on the “so-called right to freedom” and
“natural liberty.” Like Inoue, he argued that the government needed first
to build state power. True liberty was possible only under the aegis of a
strong state that “collects taxes fairly and equitably, runs impartial courts,
and governs everyone fairly and equitably so as to calm the hearts of the
people.” Terashima was especially alarmed that the caretaker government
had connected military conscription with equality and liberty. All Japanese
were now, supposedly, equal in both their rights and their obligations to
the state. But Terashima doubted that Japanese farm boys and shop clerks
were ready to become soldiers. Prussia, he noted, had a conscript army,
but those recruits had learned patriotism and military drill in school. In
order to have a conscript army, Japan needed to emulate Prussia and pro-
duce loyal and dutiful subjects instead of confusing the populace with
vapid talk of “rights” and “freedoms.”*!

This clash of visions was paralleled by a clash of budget priorities. Men
like Inoue demanded that the government stay on budget and they viewed
fiscal stability as key to national strength. Transforming Japan through
education was well and good, but where was the money? The ministry of
education wanted roughly 3 million yen to provide free and compulsory
primary schooling, but Inoue argued that the treasury could afford per-
haps 1 million. Inoue fought a similar battle with the justice ministry over
the costs of a new court system. These struggles were complicated by con-
fusion over administrative jurisdiction. It was unclear, for example, which
agency had final say over the budget. In theory, the Grand Chamber was
superior to all the ministries, but some of its most powerful members,
including Saigd and Itagaki, had no interest in finance. In that power
vacuum, the finance ministry asserted authority over the general bud-
get, but other agencies contested that claim. Unable to resolve its budget
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FIGURE 5.2 Growth of the Paper Money Supply in early Meiji-era Japan. Data
from Matsukata, Report on the Adoption of the Gold Standard in Japan, 29, 97—98.

priorities, the government employed the stopgap measure of printing
more money. Between 1872 and 1874, the Japanese paper money supply
increased by almost 50 percent.’? Various ministries battled over other
issues as well. The finance ministry claimed authority over all regional
civil servants, but the justice ministry insisted on authority over judges
and judicial officers. The two ministries both asserted the right to collect
court fines. The ministry of industry was entrusted with the development
of railroads and telegraph, but it fought with the finance ministry over
basic roads and bridges.*

In addition to internal dissension, the caretaker government also faced
popular opposition. In particular, military conscription provoked fierce
resistance throughout Japan. The initial impact of conscription on most
households was minor because of extensive exemptions for family hard-
ship. But the government’s radical language was inflammatory. It referred
to conscription as a “blood tax.” That was intended as a boldly egalitarian,
patriotic turn of phrase. All Japanese were now equal in their rights and
freedoms, and they were therefore also equal in their duty to pay taxes.
Military service was also a tax, paid by risking one’s own lifeblood.** Such
language resonated with samurai notions of duty and courage, but villag-
ers interpreted the term literally and concluded that army recruiters were
collecting blood from young men.
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Rural communities were also outraged by reforms that overturned tra-
ditional status distinctions and taboos: new hairstyles, new regulations on
cattle slaughter, and the elimination of distinctions between commoners
and lower castes such as eta. The promotion of new Western hairstyles
for men, for example, seemed to invert the conventional social order. In
the Tokugawa era, most adult men shaved the front and crown of their
heads, grew their hair longer on the sides and back, and then gathered that
longer hair into a bundle, which was dressed and flipped forward toward
the crown. The Western hairstyle promoted by the Meiji government, by
contrast, featured short hair, commonly with a part. But that “new” style
resembled the hairstyle of the hinin, an outcaste group. The seemingly
minor issue of men’s hairstyles was thus connected to a deeper struggle
over status and privilege. From the perspective of the Meiji elite, abolishing
status distinctions was part of creating a single, unified Japanese nation.
Hinin were no longer “outcastes” but equally Japanese subjects and part of
the new Japanese nation-state. But for tens of thousands of villagers, these
reforms were an assault on the fabric of society.®* Tokyo was wiping away
distinctions between the ritually clean and unclean. In several locations,
anger over conscription, new schools, and cultural changes coalesced to
produce massive protests. In the summer of 1873, over 60,000 people
were arrested in massive protests in western Japan.

Education reform provoked dissent both within the government and
without. Although the finance ministry reduced the education budget
by more than 50 percent, the education ministry refused to scale back
its plans. Instead, it began education reform without sufficient revenue,
shifting the cost to localities.”” Across Japan, villagers were required to
pay for an educational system they did not like or understand. In more
prosperous rural communities, local Confucian educators were a source
of pride, but new regulations required the abolition of all existing schools.
In its desire to “liberate” the population, the government antagonized
many local elites. By forcing the population to be “free,” they were attack-
ing respected local leaders and institutions. The response was a wave of
attacks on new schools.*®

The government’s radical urgency extended to textbooks. Conventional
education focused largely on basic literacy and the memorization of clas-
sical texts, so there were no appropriate local materials in other fields.
The government scrambled to translate foreign, largely American, pri-
mary school texts, such as the popular Wilson Reader. The strange result
was that Japanese primary school texts featured stories of children playing
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baseball, stories about George Washington, and awkward adaptations
of Christian prayers, but relatively little about Japan. The Meiji emperor
received only one line in Japan’s first modern history textbook. The min-
istry of education also recommended works written for adult audiences,
such as Fukuzawa Yukichi's Conditions in the West (Seiyé jijo) and An
Encouragement of Learning (Gakumon no susume). These were influential,
widely read books, and An Encouragement of Learning distilled many of
the ideals behind the 1872 reforms. Its famous opening line declared the
fundamental equality of man: “It is said that heaven creates no man above
other men and creates no man below other men.” Any distinctions not
based on educational accomplishments were thus illegitimate. Further,
individuals could best serve the nation and common good by pursuing
their own advancement through education. But while the text eloquently
expressed the goals of education reform, it was written for adults and was
likely baffling to most children seeking basic literacy.*’

There was similar turmoil in jurisprudence. Japanese courts began
issuing bold rulings, although the justice ministry was struggling with
two incompatible legal codes: French and Chinese. In criminal law, judges
worked from the “New Legal Compendium” (Shinritsu koryo) of 1871, which
was based on a synthesis of Ming and Qing Chinese law. But in civil law,
the Justice Ministry was working on a translation of the Napoleonic Code.
That split reflected the dual nature of Restoration ideology: it was both
a return to the ancient Japanese past and an embrace of state-of-the-art
Western models. Japan’s oldest law code, the Taiho Code of 701, was based
on Tang-era law, so a return to the past meant a reevaluation of Chinese
models. Beginning in 1869, the Meiji government charged specialists in
Chinese law with “updating” criminal law based on Ming and Qing codes.
But in civil law, reformers looked instead to European models of reason
and justice.

These two approaches were irreconcilable. Chinese law conflicted
not only with European law but also with the Meiji government’s own
decrees. The Meiji government had eliminated status distinctions, but the
New Legal Compendium provided for different punishments based on
class. For the same crime, a noble would be confined to his home while
a commoner would be beaten with a small cane. As justice minister, Etd
attempted to resolve these discrepancies, but his reforms created further
turmoil. He ordered a draft revision of the criminal code, replacing beat-
ings with imprisonment, but the revised code still linked punishments
to hereditary status.” At the same time, Et6 pushed ahead with plans for
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the rapid implementation of the Napoleonic Code, despite the warnings
of his own staff. They were struggling to develop consistent Japanese
translations of terms such as “civil rights” (droit civil)." The process was so
rushed that even the government’s French legal advisor, Georges Hilaire
Bousquet, lamented the “inanity” of the project.”? In the absence of a fully
revised civil code, Etd nonetheless pushed ahead with an edict allowing
Japanese subjects to sue their own government. This infuriated other offi-
cials, who viewed it as both reckless and as an assault on their administra-
tive prerogatives.*

The government’s religious reforms also provoked turmoil. The Meiji
government gave official support to the anti-Buddhist sentiments of nativ-
ist ideologues, who insisted on Shinto purity. But many Japanese religious
sites, including the famous Tokugawa mausoleum at Nikko, had long
featured both Buddhist and Shinto icons. For laypeople, that syncretism
was familiar and unproblematic. By analogy, few Americans today think
of Christmas trees as a Christian perversion of an ancient and “pure”
Celtic Yule tradition, or of Easter eggs as a corruption of Mediterranean
fertility rites. Japanese nativists, however, sought just such a “return” to a
“pure” Shinto, purged of Buddhist influence. In Mito domain, attacks on
Buddhist temples began in the 1840s, and under the Meiji government
this briefly became a national policy. Thousands of Buddhist temples were
either destroyed completely or ransacked, “cleansed” of Buddhist influ-
ence, and recategorized as Shinto shrines.*

The caretaker government added to this turmoil with a campaign to
promote a new, syncretic state religion. Although largely Shinto in ori-
entation, the campaign employed a diverse group of evangelists, includ-
ing Buddhist priests, itinerant storytellers, actors, and lay preachers. Like
the Cult of the Supreme Being in revolutionary France, the new religion
was designed to synthesize existing practices with reason and patriotism.
In Japan, the campaign focused on “Three Great Teachings”: respect for
the gods and love of country; the principles of “Heaven and the Way of
Man”; and reverence for the emperor. While the campaign invoked the
sun goddess Amaterasu, well known and revered throughout Japan, it
also emphasized obscure Shinto gods, familiar only to religious scholars
and philologists. Chapbooks issued to official evangelists thus insisted
on reverence for the obscure Shinto diety Amenominakanushi no kami
and also the patriotic duty of compliance with military conscription, pub-
lic education, and national taxation. Japanese commoners were alter-
nately bemused, bored, and alarmed by this new government creed. The
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syncretism was so radical and strange that in northeastern Japan, locals
attacked a group of government evangelists after mistaking them for
Christians. Paralyzed by the incoherence and complexity of its mandate,
the government’s Great Teaching Institute earned the ignominious nick-
name “bureau of indecision.”*

The turmoil provoked by the caretaker government extended to quotid-
ian issues such as the measurement of time. In late 1872, the government
announced that Japan would abandon the traditional lunar-solar calendar
in favor of the Gregorian calendar. The government acted with customary
frenzy. Less than a month before the change, on 1872/11/9, the govern-
ment decreed that the second day of the twelfth month (1872/12/2) would
be followed by New Year’s Day of the following year, rather than the third
day of the twelfth month. The reform thus eliminated almost an entire
month at the end of 1872. In its public decree, the government appealed to
lofty ideals: the complexity of the older calendar was decried as an impedi-
ment to the “advancement of human understanding.” But calendar reform
also reflected the caretaker government’s financial distress. By ending the
year early in the twelfth lunar month, the government shaved one month
of salaries from its 1872 budget.*

Still more disturbing, the government was unsure whether it had also
adopted the Western workweek along with the Gregorian month and year.
In the traditional Japanese urban work schedule, every fifth day was dedi-
cated to the settling of outstanding accounts and the following day was
treated as a day off. Thus the ist, 6th, uth, 16th, 21st, and 26th of each
month were holidays. This was commonly known as a “one-six holiday”
schedule. By contrast, the Western division of time into seven-day units
was rooted in the biblical story of creation: God created the world in six
days and then rested on the seventh. Nonetheless, several Japanese minis-
tries advocated adopting the six-day Western workweek so as to better coor-
dinate with Western advisors. As early as 1871 the military had requested
making Sunday a holiday to match its foreign employees’ schedules.” The
justice ministry and the finance ministry agreed, but the foreign ministry
wanted consistent schedules across all government agencies.” The minis-
try of education itself was internally divided. It adopted Sunday as a holi-
day in 1872 and instituted a new curriculum based on weeks, although it
was unclear how many days were in a “week.” But it then reversed itself
and returned to the conventional “one six” schedule.®

In April 1873, the ministry of education attempted to reconcile the for-
eign nature of the seven-day week with Japanese tradition. According to the



156 TO STAND WITH THE NATIONS OF THE WORLD

ministry’s calculations, Emperor Jinmu had founded the Japanese empire
2,533 years earlier, on a Saturday. The ministry therefore argued that a
seven-day week with Saturdays off would be both practical and reflect the
eternal virtues of the imperial line.>' Unfortunately, the ministry’s sugges-
tions were inconsistent. While they advocated making Saturday a holiday
based on the original date of Jinmu’s ascension to the throne, they also
advocated making February u1 a national holiday, Empire Day (Kigensetsu),
based on the same calculations. Under the Gregorian calendar, however,
February 11 could fall on any day of the week. In 1874, Kigensetsu would fall
on a Wednesday; in 1875, on Thursday; in 1876, on a Friday; and in 1877, on
a Sunday. Kigensetsu would not, in fact, fall on a Saturday until 1882. Nor
did ministry officials consider the problem of having foreign employees,
who were overwhelmingly Christian, take Saturday, rather than Sunday,
as a holiday. The result of these reforms was widespread confusion, con-
tained only by the still-limited reach of the government.*?

The caretaker government sought to legitimize this maelstrom of
reform through unprecedented public displays of the emperor. For cen-
turies, imperial authority had rested on an aura of remoteness and inac-
cessibility, but the Meiji leadership now sought the opposite. Instead of
keeping the monarch removed from his people behind a “jeweled cur-
tain,” the Meiji government wanted to glorify him through public rituals,
making the young sovereign an emblem of progress and reform.>* From
June (1872/5/23) to August 1872 (1872/7/12), the Meiji emperor did a grand
tour of western Japan, visiting Osaka, Kobe, Nagasaki, Kumamoto, and
Kagoshima. His itinerary reflected the caretaker government’s vision of
a modern monarch. He left the palace on horseback rather than being
carried in a palanquin, and he wore a new Western-style swallowtail uni-
form. He boarded a steam, ironclad warship flying the Japanese national
flag and was saluted by a Japanese navy band. He toured factories and
observed the manufacture of new products, such as Western-style umbrel-
las. He visited a new middle school, heard the students practice arithmetic
and foreign languages, and met with foreign teachers. For traditionalists,
such a public display of the emperor was both dangerous and unseemly,
but that break with convention was one goal of the tour. In an address to
out-of-office court nobles in Kyoto, the emperor declared the need for radi-
cal change. In order for Japan to stand with the Great Powers, the Japanese
people needed to be united and embrace knowledge from around the
world. The court nobility could advance that cause by discarding outdated
customs, assiduously studying “the world’s enlightenment” (udai kaika),
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and thereby becoming role models for the people. That decree turned the
nobility’s self-image upside down. The emperor no longer valued them as
repositories of convention but as trailblazers of new knowledge.>*

The imperial grand tour was a great success, but such public rituals
could not contain either popular opposition to reform or dissent within
the government itself. When the Iwakura Mission members returned in
mid to late 1873, they were alarmed by what they saw as reckless and mis-
directed reforms. The caretaker government, in its eagerness to transform
Japan, had seemingly abandoned any sense of long-term planning or coor-
dination. Different ministries were fighting each other. When the finance
ministry cut the justice ministry’s budget, the justice ministry retaliated
with corruption charges against the finance minister. A flood of contradic-
tory edicts was undermining the government’s credibility, and the pursuit
of radical change was stoking open popular rebellion. For the caretaker
government, this was the normal tumult of a great revolution. From the
perspective of the Iwakura Mission, however, Japan was careening toward
national ruin. Still more alarming than the caretaker government’s domes-
tic policies was its foreign policy. The Iwakura Mission returned to find the
government preparing for war.

The Foreign Crisis

While the Iwakura Mission was abroad, focusing on Japanese relations
with the Western powers, the caretaker government sought to recast
Japanese relations with its East Asian neighbors. How would the new Meiji
government replace the long-standing network of Tokugawa-Choson-Qing
diplomatic relations? Korea, Japan, and China had remained at peace by
ignoring and evading questions of sovereignty and territoriality. But those
early-modern arrangements, the early-modern Northeast Asian inter-
national order, could not be reconciled with the Western international
order. European international politics allowed for both equally sovereign
states and colonial empires, but it was hostile toward ill-defined spheres
of state power. How would the Meiji state, the Choson dynasty, and the
Qing Empire define their relationships in that new world order? In foreign
policy, as in domestic policy, the caretaker government sought a swift radi-
cal transformation. They would quickly settle all of Japan’s outstanding
diplomatic and territorial disputes, even at the risk of war.

The belligerence of the early Meiji state was driven by multiple forces.
In part, it was an emulation of Western imperialism, which provided
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ample precedent for attacking China and Korea on the thinnest of pre-
tenses. In 1856, for example, Great Britain began a four-year war in China
over a purported insult to the Union Jack. In 1866, France attacked Korea
in retaliation for the execution of Catholic missionaries, who had entered
Korea in violation of local law. In 1871, the United States provoked a con-
frontation by entering Korean territorial waters without authorization.
Early Meiji policy was thoroughly informed by these precedents, prompt-
ing the historian Robert Eskildsen to describe Japanese policy as “mimetic
imperialism.”® Beyond this inspiration, the caretaker government was
also driven by samurai populism. Within that discourse, insults to the
Japanese state were also insults to samurai honor, attacks on the rights of
Japanese subjects, and affronts to the majesty of the imperial house. That
heady mix of revolutionary ardor and samurai bravado inspired a reck-
less approach to foreign affairs. Convinced of the righteousness of their
cause, the caretaker government could not imagine how attacking China
and Korea might weaken the new Meiji state. When the returning Iwakura
Mission members counseled prudence and caution, the caretaker mocked
them for weakness and cowardice.

Key issues in Japan-Chinese relations had been partly resolved by the
Sino-Japanese Friendship and Trade Accord (Nisshin shiiké joki), negoti-
ated in 1871.°° But many in Japan viewed that agreement as an embarrass-
ing blunder. Japanese diplomats had embarked for Beijing confident that
they could impose on China a Western-style unequal treaty. They used, as
a model for their draft, the treaty between Prussia and the Qing, which
provided for extraterritoriality, access to the Chinese interior, and most-
favored nation status. But in Beijing, the Japanese delegation was thor-
oughly outmaneuvered by their Chinese counterparts.

The Qing delegation, led by Li Hongzhang, dismissed the Japanese
draft entirely. Li was not only a seasoned diplomat but also an accomplished
scholar and battle-hardened general. He convinced the Japanese envoys
to embrace a new framework for East Asian relations. Neither Japan nor
China would seek special privileges. Instead, they would act as equals and
defend each other against “injustice and insults.” Outmaneuvered by Li,
Japanese representatives returned to Tokyo with an agreement contrary to
their original instructions: rather than imposing Western-style imperial-
ism on China, they had agreed to a vague Sino-Japanese alliance against
unnamed third parties. China, rather than Japan, had dictated how Sino-
Japanese relations would be reconciled with new, Western diplomatic
norms. The words “mutual assistance” against “injustice and insults” were
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especially troublesome and prompted the British consul to ask if Tokyo had
concluded a military alliance with Beijing. The Sino-Japanese treaty thus
threatened to disrupt Japanese relations with the Great Powers. Japanese
officials wanted to renegotiate the accord, but Li refused. Japan agreed to
confirm the accord, but only after receiving assurances that China would
not interpret “mutual assistance” as a military alliance.”

Although the caretaker government was prepared to ratify the treaty, it
wanted to win concessions on other issues. The first was symbolic: how
would China receive representatives of the Meiji state? The second was
territorial. How would Japan and China reconcile their overlapping claims
on the Ryukyu archipelago? The caretaker government’s foreign minister,
Soejima Taneomi, was determined to press China on both these fronts.
Contrary to the spirit of the Friendship and Trade Accord, he sought to
impress the Qing with Japanese military prowess. Soejima planned to
arrive in Tianjin for the official treaty ratification aboard Japan’s most fear-
some warship, the Kotetsu, a French-built ironclad.*® To Soejima’s chagrin,
the Kotetsu could not navigate the shallow channels near Tianjin and he
was forced to arrive aboard an American steamer.

Despite this failed attempt at a dramatic entrance, Soejima pressed
ahead on other powerful symbols, such as diplomatic protocol. Soejima
insisted that his credentials as foreign minister made him superior to the
Western diplomats in Beijing, who were merely ambassadors or envoys.*
Soejima therefore insisted on precedence in any joint meeting with the
Qing emperor. At the same time, Soejima made himself an ally of the
Western powers in their objections to Chinese protocol. For centuries,
the Western powers had objected to the Chinese tradition of the kowtow,
which required that foreign envoys kneel and prostrate themselves before
the emperor. That ritual marked the supremacy of the Chinese monarch to
all other sovereigns.® The Qing court had officially abandoned the kowtow
in 1860, but the recently ascended Tongzhi emperor had not yet held his
first audience. Western diplomats in Beijing were therefore anxious to see
if the Qing court would fulfill its promise to comply with European diplo-
matic norms. On these questions of protocol, Soejima won a resounding
success. When the Tongzhi emperor received foreign representatives on
June 29, 1873, Soejima was the first to present his credentials. He entered
the Qing imperial reception alone and was followed by the European repre-
sentatives, who entered as a group.® That ceremony symbolically reversed
Li Hongzhang's diplomatic triumph in the Sino-Japanese Friendship and
Trade Accord. Li had specified the textual terms of the first Western-style
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Sino-Japanese treaty, but Soejima had triumphed in a spectacle before a
Western audience. Japan had led the Western powers in forcing the Qing
to abandon its ritual superiority. Soejima’s triumph was acclaimed by the
world press. The New York Herald, for example, wrote that while Western
countries had long sought to be received by the Qing emperor, “Japan has
held the key of this sesame and . . . has just applied it to the lock of Chinese
diplomacy.”®?

Soejima also tried to advance Japanese territorial claims to Ryukyu and
Taiwan. Japan’s claim to Ryukyu stemmed from Satsuma’s 1609 conquest
of the Sho kingdom, but its claim to Taiwan was new. The two claims
were connected by an 1871 incident in which Taiwanese aboriginals, mem-
bers of the Paiwan tribe, killed fifty-four Ryukyuans after they were ship-
wrecked near the village of Mudan.® Soejima planned to press the Chinese
state for redress on the Ryukyuans’ behalf, insisting that the Ryukyuans
were Japanese subjects. If China agreed to punish the Paiwan, it could be
read as an acknowledgment that the victims of the Mudan Incident were
Japanese. If China declined, then Japan would have cause to attack Taiwan
in order to “punish” the “savage” Paiwan on behalf of Japan. If China dis-
avowed legal responsibility for the Paiwan, then Japan could stake its own
territorial claim to the island.®

Soejima’s expansionist strategy combined Satsuma samurai bravado
with the logic of Western imperialism. His plan to colonize Taiwan was
inspired by an American advisor, Charles W. Le Gendre (1830-1899), a
decorated Civil War officer and former American consul in Amoy.*> Le
Gendre had become concerned with the east Taiwan coast in 1866, when
aboriginals killed American shipwreck survivors. Le Gendre then led a
joint Chinese-American military expedition into aboriginal territory and
successfully negotiated a treaty with Tokitok, chief of the Paiwan tribe. The
agreement provided refuge to any future shipwreck survivors who waited
on shore and raised a red flag. ° The Paiwanese had followed that accord
in 1869 and 1870, but in 1871, the Ryukyuans had unwittingly violated the
treaty by wandering into the hills.

The Mudan Incident convinced Le Gendre that a foreign power needed
to seize and “civilize” Taiwan in order to guarantee maritime safety.
Remarkably, Le Gendre did not question the kindness or the integrity of
the Paiwan chief Tokitok. Rather, he doubted the aging chief’s ability to rein
in younger rivals, for whom headhunting was a rite of manhood. He had
still less faith in the Qing.*® The Chinese government claimed suzerainty
over Taiwan, but it could not guarantee the safety of shipwreck survivors,
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or even erect a lighthouse in aboriginal territory. If China’s claim to Taiwan
was empty, then some civilized power needed to seize control of the region
to ensure safe navigation in the western Pacific. “Humanity,” Le Gendre
wrote, “makes it a law to civilized nations to see that that portion of Formosa
is kept clear of any of the inhospitable hordes that infest it.” If China “has
not the ability or the power to perform the task, the foreign powers will
have to take the case in hand.”® Since his career in the US diplomatic serv-
ice seemed stalled and the United States had explicitly rejected action in
Taiwan, Le Gendre offered his services to the Meiji state in late 1872.7°

Le Gendre convinced Soejima that Japan had a legitimate claim to
Taiwan under international law. Soejima, in turn, convinced the caretaker
government that the Qing had given Japan a freehand not only in Taiwan
but also in Korea. But the basis for Soejima’s claims was astonishingly
thin. The Qing did not renounce control over either Ryukyu or Taiwan and
did not even recognize the victims of the Mudan Incident as Japanese. The
Ryukyuans were Chinese, according to the Qing. In Soejima’s account,
however, Qing representatives referred in passing to some aboriginals in
eastern Taiwan as “not yet subjugated” and “uncivilized.” In Soejima’s
reading, this became a declaration that the Qing had renounced effec-
tive control over the Pacific coast of Taiwan.” Soejima offered an equally
strained interpretation of Chinese-Korean relations. Qing representatives
expressed a desire to maintain Korea’s traditional position as a tributary
state. In Soejima’s reading, this became a Qing renunciation of Chinese
interest in Korean affairs. In neither case were these remarks documented
in an official transcript. Nonetheless, Soejima returned to Japan in late
July 1873 convinced that the Qing had given Japan a free hand in both
Korea and Taiwan.”?

The caretaker government accepted Soejima’s account of his mission
with remarkable credulity. Okuma Shigenobu questioned whether it was
wise, in the absence of a written record, to act on Soejima’s interpretation
of Chinese statements.” But most of the caretaker government was eager
to contrast Soejima’s accomplishments with the struggles of the Iwakura
Mission. While the Iwakura Mission was foundering, the caretaker gov-
ernment was building a Japanese empire. Soejima’s account also fed a
growing hunger among samurai for some sort of foreign military action.
Such feelings were especially strong in Satsuma, where the memory of
foreign conquests was a part of local political culture* Most Satsuma
samurai learned to read and write by transcribing “Tale of a Tiger Hunt”
(Toragari monogatari), an account of how brave warriors from Satsuma
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brought back a live tiger from Korea as tribute for Hideyoshi in 1594.”
Satsuma also remained deeply invested in its 1609 conquest of Ryukyu.
In 1867, for example, Satsuma sent emissaries to France with credentials
that referenced Ryukyu but not the Tokugawa or Japan: “His Highness
Matsudaira Shuri no Daibu, Minamoto Shigehisa, Ruler of Ryukyu.” For
the Paris Exposition Universelle, the Satsuma delegation struck medals
reading “the Kingdoms of Satsuma and Ryukyu.””®

Soejima’s account also catalyzed a growing hostility toward Korea.
Japanese-Korean tensions had been growing since the last days of the
Tokugawa shogunate and intensified under the new Meiji government.”
The Yi court wanted to maintain the status quo wherein intermediar-
ies, such as officials from Tsushima, handled Japanese-Korean relations.
Under that arrangement, the Japanese trading post in Pusan, the waeg-
wan (J. wakan), was administered not by the Tokugawa shoguns but by
the daimyo of Tsushima, and Japanese-Korean relations avoided the
Japanese imperial house entirely. The Meiji state, however, insisted that
Korea accept diplomatic correspondence from the Japanese emperor. That
demand made no sense in Pusan or Seoul. Who was this emperor and why
hadn’t the Tokugawa or the S6 mentioned him before? After two centuries
of peaceful relations why was Japan demanding recognition of a different
sovereign? In Japan, however, Korea’s refusal to recognize the emperor
was interpreted as an affront to the imperial house and a challenge to the
Meiji state’s legitimacy, and there was broad support for some sort of puni-
tive action. At the extreme, some argued that international turmoil war-
ranted a Japanese conquest of Korea. The Russian occupation of Aso Bay
on Tsushima in 1861, the defeat of China in the “Arrow War” of 1856-6o0,
and the belligerence of the Western powers in Korean waters all suggested
a collapse of the Northeast Asian international system. As early as 1861,
scattered voices argued that Japan should confront that power vacuum by
building its own empire starting with Korea.”

Japanese-Korean tensions came to a head in May 1873, when Meiji offi-
cials arrived in Pusan in Western-style military uniforms. Korean officials
took insult at this violation of tradition, described the changes as “shame-
less,” and stopped supplying waegwan. The caretaker government began
discussing a punitive strike against Korea to avenge these insults.”” The
caretaker government approached the Korean standoff with a dangerous
mix of samurai bravado, nationalist cant, and revolutionary ardor. A vocal
faction of samurai hoped for a chance to redeem their lost honor. They
had failed to repel the “Western barbarians,” but perhaps they could smite
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a disrespectful neighbor. There were even private plans for war against
Korea from disgruntled samurai in the southwest.®’ This bellicose samu-
rai rhetoric dovetailed with the logic of gunboat diplomacy. In 1856, for
example, the British had attacked China on the thinnest of pretexts: a
purported insult to the Union Jack. By that standard, Japan had ample
cause for war: Korean officials had insulted representatives of the Japanese
government and refused to provide supplies to the waegwan. Examining
Western precedent, foreign ministry officials determined that military
retaliation was justified under international law.®!

Driven forward by such arguments, in August 1873 the government
approved a plan to send Saigd Takamori to Korea as a special emissary.
Saigd was a paradoxical figure, who straddled seemingly irreconcilable
political positions. He was widely respected as an icon of traditional
samurai virtues: loyalty, courage, and frugality. But as a leader of the
caretaker government he had endorsed the conscription of common-
ers. Saigd was acutely pained by how the Restoration had brought
into conflict his multiple commitments and loyalties: to his com-
rades; to Satsuma, his homeland; to his daimyo, Shimazu Tadayoshi;
to his daimyo’s father, the dyspeptic Hisamitsu; to the young Japanese
emperor; and to the Japanese empire. He viewed the embassy to Korea
as a chance to reconcile these conflicts in a final act of glory. He would
try to convince the Yi court to recognize the Japanese imperial govern-
ment. If Korean officials agreed, he would return in triumph, bringing
glory to the imperial throne. If Korean officials refused, he would press
his case until they killed him, giving Japan a just cause for war. In either
case, he would have acquitted his duties as both a Satsuma samurai and
an imperial servant.

Kido and Okubo, recently returned from Europe, were appalled by the
recklessness of this plan. Okubo criticized the government’s lack of strat-
egy and foresight. Had anyone considered the consequences of war? Had
anyone tallied the costs? Would the government raise taxes, issue bonds,
or just print money? Had the government prepared war materiel? And did
the caretaker government imagine that an invasion of Korea would not
draw in the great powers? Were they prepared to fight China, Russia, or
Great Britain? More broadly, Okubo criticized the caretaker government’s
vision of national strength. While Japan needed to defend its national
honor, it could only do so if it were wealthy and powerful. True national
strength required promoting industrialization, increasing exports, and
reducing the debt. That would take years, and a precipitous attack on
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Korea would only weaken Japan. Rather than securing Japan’s sovereignty,
a war would invite foreign meddling in Japanese affairs.??

The 1873 crisis was thus a clash of worldviews. Those pressing for
an attack on Korea saw war as a tool of national mobilization. What bet-
ter way to unite the Japanese people than a war in the name of Japanese
honor? Such arguments fused samurai swagger with the newer language
of imperialist jingoism. The opponents of a Korean campaign were not
pacifists but cautious statists. War could be a tool of statecraft, but only if
the outcome was certain before the conflict. Japan was diplomatically and
materially unprepared for war, and no measure of popular passion could
overcome those hard facts. The recent Franco-Prussian War had been just
such a battle between Prussian realpolitik and French revolutionary pas-
sion. Realpolitik had won and the Iwakura Mission had seen the results in
Paris and Berlin. Japan’s choice was clear.

This standoff over Korea lasted until October. Demoralized and
exhausted by the long struggle, Sanjo Sanetomi resigned, claiming illness.
That left Iwakura as the highest-ranking court noble in the government
and tipped the balance of power. Although the two factions remained
roughly equal, Iwakura became the government’s representative to the
emperor, and he secured an imperial decision canceling Saigd’s mission.®3
For supporters of a confrontation with Korea, this was skullduggery of the
lowest order, but they could not oppose an imperial command. Outraged
and outflanked, Saigo, Itagaki, Etd, Gotd Shojird, and Soejima Taneomi
resigned in protest. They were followed by dozens of sympathetic high-
ranking officials and military officers.

After these resignations, Okubo dominated Japanese politics until his
death in 1878. Historians refer to these five years as the “Okubo admin-
istration” (Okubo seiken). His administration differed from the preceding
caretaker government in both substance and style. The caretaker gov-
ernment produced a whirlwind of reform decrees, but it struggled with
practical issues of implementation and enforcement. Its goal was trans-
forming Japan by unleashing the energies of its people. Only with an
enthusiastic populace could Japan become a powerful nation-state. The
Okubo administration, by contrast, was less interested in the popular will,
either as a part of political legitimacy or as a tool of advancing national
interests. Successful governance required careful, long-range planning.
Popular support was helpful but secondary. The Okubo administration
aspired to transform Japan, but that transformation would be driven by
bureaucratic deliberations, not by popular zeal. Further, in contrast to the
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caretaker government’s sense of urgency, the new government empha-
sized patience. Establishing Japan as a world power would take years or
decades rather than months, and the government would need to focus on
sustainable long-term change. That ran counter to popular expectations
for faster change, such as the prompt revision of the unequal treaties, so
the government needed to be insulated from popular demands. Okubo
had seen how popular resentment of the unequal treaties had undermined
the Tokugawa shogunate. Indeed, as an anti-shogunal activist, he had once
stoked that impatience. Having himself failed to revise the treaties, he saw
popular expectations as unrealistic and therefore dangerous.

The losers of the 1873 Political Crisis, now out of power, insisted that the
state heed popular grievances. In January 1874, key members of the now-
defunct caretaker government published a petition denouncing the Okubo
administration as autocratic (dokuyiishi) and declaring the people’s right to
participate in government affairs. They invoked both Western principles,
such as “no taxation without representation,” and older Confucian-style
critiques of the government for its failure to acknowledge respectful dis-
sent (genro yohei). That demand for a representative assembly (minsen giin
setsuritsu kenpakusho) birthed modern Japanese mass politics, inviting into
the public sphere thousands of farmers and townspeople. For centuries,
samurai had delegated the details of urban and rural administration to
commoners while simultaneously excluding them from higher levels of
political discourse. The 1874 petition shattered that divide. It legitimized
public criticism of the government and sparked an explosion of public
dissent in newspaper editorials, petitions, and public rallies. The lead-
ers of the caretaker government had publicly declared that the Japanese
nation-state could only be as strong as its people’s voice in government.
Beginning in 1874, thousands of Japanese commoners rushed forward to
provide that strength.

The 1873 Political Crisis thus birthed Japanese democracy but also its
less appealing fraternal twin, populist militarism. Many who quit the gov-
ernment in 1873 continued to agitate for war with Korea. Like Japanese
democracy, populist militarism was a potent fusion of old and new ideas.
Samurai bluster about avenging foreign insults was old. In the 186o0s,
such discourse had undermined the shogunate and driven many samurai
to xenophobic violence. But Western ideas gave this old invective a new
appeal. War could now be justified under international law and as part
of an international scramble for empire. Saigd’s loyal lieutenant Kirino
Toshiaki, for example, argued that Japan needed to take over East Asia
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in order to maintain its own national independence. The great powers
of Britain, France, Prussia, and Russia were planning to seize Korea,
Manchuria, and China. Japan needed to strike first in order to “stand equal
with the nations of the world” (udai bankoku ni heiritsu). Not only were
samurai compelled to defend the honor of the Japanese emperor, but they
also needed to protect the Japanese nation in a dangerous and predatory
international environment.® After the 1873 Political Crisis, such demands
for war and empire, like calls for elections and democracy, occurred in an
expanding public sphere of print media and public events. That vibrant
and volatile public debate collided with the Okubo administration’s vision
of state-directed change.



6

1he Prudent Empire

LIKE THE CARETAKER GOVERNMENT, the Okubo administration sought
to establish Japan as a sovereign power within the nineteenth-century
European international system. Unlike the caretaker government, how-
ever, the Okubo administration was convinced that this project would
take decades. Those who had seen Europe and America firsthand on the
Iwakura mission were deeply aware of Japan’'s material and technological
inferiority. Only after decades of economic development and technological
modernization could Japan overcome that inferiority and negotiate with
the Great Powers from a position of strength. Accordingly, the government
focused on consolidating state power and promoting economic growth. It
reformed the land tax, creating the most uniform national tax system in
roughly a millennium. It dismantled the samurai class and began building
a modern army and navy based on commoner conscripts. It poured funds
into a range of infrastructure and industrial projects, including mines,
railroads, telegraphs lines, iron and steel foundries, shipyards, and textile
mills as well as factories for glass, lacquer ware, ceramics, and soap.! The
new government fully believed that it could raise Japan to great power
status, but it knew that such a transformation would require mastering
the Industrial Revolution, not stoking revolutionary passions. Former
samurai might clamor for a war of honor in Korea or Taiwan, but Japanese
diplomacy needed to be grounded in prudent realpolitik. Popular senti-
ment was something to be tamed rather than mobilized. Historian Banno
Junji has described this face of Meiji politics as “developmental despo-
tism” (kaihatsu dokusai).?

The Okubo government confronted two main forms of opposition: reac-
tionary opposition to reform and burgeoning demands for popular repre-
sentation. Despite their differences, those two movements were united
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in their opposition to the autocracy of the Okubo cabinet. In response,
the administration tried both to placate and to suppress its challengers.
In 1874, it staged a punitive attack on Taiwan to appease demands for a
more aggressive foreign policy, specifically from disgruntled samurai in
the southwest. But when small groups of disaffected samurai launched
violent attacks, the state responded with overwhelming force. In January
1877, such confrontations exploded into a full civil war after followers of
Saigd Takamori raided an armory in Kagoshima and began marching
north to Tokyo. The Meiji state mobilized nearly 60,000 soldiers and
sailors against a rebel army of roughly 30,000, and by March the rebels
were in retreat. The fighting dragged on until late September as the reb-
els managed to evade the advancing Imperial Army. The Meiji state won
the War of the Southwest, also known as the “Satsuma Rebellion,” but at
enormous financial and human cost. At least 10,000 combatants died in
the fighting and the Meiji government’s direct military costs were over
40 million yen, roughly a half-year’s revenue. The financial implications
of the war lasted well beyond the nine months of combat. The govern-
ment covered its expenses largely by printing money, causing the value
of the yen to plummet. Prices soared for basic commodities such as rice,
charcoal, and salt.?

The government also faced non-violent demands for greater politi-
cal inclusion, most pointedly, calls for the creation of an elected national
assembly. The Meiji state confronted this aspect of the opposition, known
as the “Freedom and Popular Rights Movement” (Jiyi minken undo) with
both oppression and accommodation. Beginning in late 1873, the govern-
ment steadily tightened its control of the press and public assembly. The
Meiji state had initially encouraged a free press as a necessary part of an
“enlightened” society, but the Okubo administration moved to restrict pub-
lications critical of the government. It imposed increasingly tough regula-
tions on the press, restricted public gatherings, and eventually required
a police presence at all political meetings. At the same time, the Meiji
state made some concessions to public opinion. An 1875 imperial decree
promised to respond to “popular sentiment” with a “constitutional pol-
ity,” and in 1879 the government introduced prefectural assemblies, albeit
with limited powers and only some elected members.* In 1881, the govern-
ment granted a major opposition demand, promising to introduce by 1890
not only a constitution but also a national assembly. But that constitution
would be written by the Meiji oligarchy and bestowed upon the people as
a gift from their emperor. The people would get as much self-rule as the
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state would allow. The struggle for a greater popular voice would continue,
but within structures established by the Meiji state.

Meiji State and Meiji Empire

Like the early Tokugawa shoguns, the Okubo government did not reject
war, only wars with unpredictable outcomes. The Okubo administration
was willing to support military action so long as it seemed manageable,
inexpensive, and contained. The most striking example is the 1874 Taiwan
Expedition, a punitive raid against Taiwanese aboriginals, nominally in
response to the 1871 Mudan Incident. Based on the advice of Le Gendre,
the Meiji government assumed that the Great Powers would recognize its
claim to Taiwan. Under those circumstances, the expedition seemed like a
low-risk, high-yield proposition, and in early April the government autho-
rized a colonial expedition. To the surprise and dismay of the Meiji leader-
ship, the UK objected vociferously to the impending attack and Washington
disavowed Le Gendre’s actions.” In response, the Meiji leadership tried
to postpone the expedition, but the commander, Saigd Tsugumichi, had
already received an imperial edict, and he ignored Tokyo’s last-minute vac-
illation.® The clash created a chasm between Japan’s internal and external
accounts of the expedition. To avoid antagonizing the United States and
Britain, the Meiji government disavowed its territorial ambitions, insist-
ing that its punitive raid was merely an investigatory mission.” Internally,
however, the Taiwan Expedition was described as a colonial venture: Saigd
Tsugumichi, among others, hoped to seize parts of eastern Taiwan and
send disaffected Satsuma samurai there as settlers.®

As a colonial enterprise, the Taiwan expedition was a failure. Japanese
troops eventually “pacified” parts of eastern Taiwan, but they suffered
heavy loses from disease and struggled against aboriginal guerilla tactics.
The army’s samurai volunteers proved particularly ineffective, since they
ignored directives on malaria prophylaxis and general hygiene.? On the
diplomatic front, Beijing refused to cede Taiwan, and Tokyo was not pre-
pared to meet Chinese resistance with open war. As a means of winning
international recognition for Japan’s claim to Ryukyu, however, the expedi-
tion was a success. Beijing agreed to pay a large indemnity of 500,000 sil-
ver taels (roughly 37,000 1bs.): 100,000 for the murder of the Ryukyuans
and 400,000 to cover Japan’s costs in attacking China. The death indem-
nity amounted to indirect recognition of Ryukyu as Japanese territory since
it was paid to the Japanese government rather than the families of the
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victims. The remainder of the indemnity, payment for war costs, reflected
a Japanese emulation of Western practice; in 1858, for example, Britain
had received 4 million taels as repayment for the burden of attacking and
defeating China in the Opium Wars. British observers were not flattered
by Japan’s “mimetic imperialism.” On the contrary, Harry Parkes, the
British consul to Japan, lamented without a trace of irony that China was
“willing to pay for being invaded.”™ But American observers were more
laudatory. The New York Times, for example, praised Japan for resolving
the “irremediable nuisance of Formosa.” The Meiji state had combined
“Oriental cunning and Western bluntness” for “a triumph of which the
youngest member of the family of civilized nations—reckoning by years of
formal acknowledgment—may well be proud.” Aggression against China
was thus, for this newspaper at least, evidence that Japan was “civilized”
and had joined the “comity of nations.”"

The Meiji state’s approach to Korea was also based on Western models,
but it was more cautious than policy towards Taiwan. In the 1873 Political
Crisis, the government had fractured over whether to risk war with Korea,
and Okubo had then warned against an expensive, open-ended conflict.
Along those lines, the Okubo cabinet avoided an overt invasion of Korea
and focused instead on undermining Sino-Korean ties. In September 1875,
the Japanese warship Unyé provoked a firefight near Kanghwa Island
and then destroyed Korean coastal fortifications. In the ensuing negoti-
ations, Japan threatened war, but its key demand was Chinese recogni-
tion of Korea and Japan as equally sovereign states. The resulting Treaty
of Kanghwa (1876) therefore encapsulated many of the tensions within
nineteenth-century Western international law: Japan established itself as
Korea’s equal but also as its quasi-colonial superior.’? In accordance with
the declaration that Japan and Korea were equal, Korea agreed to exchange
ambassadors directly with the Meiji state rather than through Tsushima
domain. But the agreement also echoed the treaties imposed on Japan
in the 1850s. Korea was forced to open three ports to foreign trade and
to allow Japanese merchants to trade and live throughout Korea. Korea
also granted Japan extraterritorial rights: Japanese subjects in Korea could
be tried only in consular courts.”® Overall, the declaration that Korea was
sovereign implied an end to Qing claims that the Korean king was a vas-
sal of the Qing emperor. As with the Taiwan Expedition, the Meiji state’s
repudiation of East Asian protocols in favor of gunboat diplomacy won
acclaim in Western newspapers. The Pall Mall Gazette in London observed
that Japan, “the smallest of the Eastern States, only just emerged from
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absolute seclusion” had succeeded in “opening” Korea “where two of the
great Western Powers failed, and had to retreat with serious loss, both in
ships and credit. This is a diplomatic achievement of which the Japanese
may well be proud.”*

The Meiji state used these foreign engagements to consolidate and
define its national territory. The conclusion of the Taiwan Expedition, for
example, galvanized Japanese efforts to remake Ryukyu into a domestic
prefecture rather than a foreign tributary land. The caretaker government
had begun that process in 1872, but its decrees were a messy combination
of early modern and modern notions of sovereignty and territorial power.
In 1872/9, for example, the government summoned a Ryukyuan delega-
tion to Tokyo and informed them that Ryukyu was under the control of
the Meiji emperor. The official decree insisted that Ryukyu was culturally
part of Japan, identical in language and custom. That emphasis on cultural
similarity was consonant with Western models of the nation-state. But the
ceremony was replete with words and gestures that replicated older notions
of Ryukyu as a culturally distinct tributary state. The delegation’s gifts to
the Meiji emperor included Chinese goods (Chinese writing brushes,
ink stones, and ink), reflecting Ryukyu’s status as a contact point with
China. The embassy also offered uniquely Ryukyuan products, such as
“island cloth” (shima-tsumugi) and, in return, the king of Ryukyu received
“Japanese brocade” (Yamato nishiki). That gift exchange emphasized
Ryukyuan cultural difference rather than the integration of Ryukyu into a
Japanese nation-state. Ryukyu was accordingly described as the southern
part of a sprawling Japanese empire, which encompassed the “four seas”
and “eight corners of the earth.” Further complicating the situation, the
caretaker government bestowed on the Ryukyuan king the unique title
of “domain king” (han's). By resurrecting the word “domain,” the Meiji
government actually reversed one of its key centralizing reforms: just the
year before, the government had dissolved the domains (han) and replaced
them with prefectures. Domains were now officially part of a defunct polit-
ical system. But the title “domain king” suggested that Ryukyu’s unique
place within the Japanese polity would continue under the Meiji govern-
ment. Those odd word choices and the selection of official gifts revealed
confusion within the Japanese government: were Japan’s interests best
served by the diplomatic ambiguities of the status quo or by a bold new
assertion of sovereign power?"

After the Taiwan Expedition, the Okubo administration moved aggres-
sively against the Tokugawa legacy of coincident sovereignties. It sought
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to define Ryukyu as both culturally and politically Japanese and to ter-
minate Ryukyu’s traditional ties with China. Okubo considered the Sho
court to be “stubborn, bigoted, and narrow-minded,” but he hoped to win
them over with a combination of traditional Confucian benevolence and
modern Western technology. In 1874, he proposed using the indemnity
from China to purchase thirty steamships for Ryukyu. Those new ships
would improve the lives of ordinary Ryukyuans by replacing the tradi-
tional, shipwreck-prone, shallow-keel boats used to travel to both China
and Japan. Providing new ships thus combined modern technology with
the tropes of Confucian benevolence, and Okubo imagined that such ges-
tures would win over the Ryukyuan political elite.'®

To Okubo’s dismay, the Sho court was unmoved. Shuri Castle rejected
Japanese “benevolence” and refused to implement Japanese-style reforms.
Tokyo then dispatched troops and demanded that Ryukyu accept both the
steamships and the relief rice. Facing military force, the Shé court con-
ceded, but it continued to appeal to China and other foreign powers for
help in resisting Japan. Tokyo was alarmed but it delayed further action
because of domestic concerns: violent samurai rebellions in late 1876,
escalating into full civil war in 1877, and then the assassination of Okubo
in May 1878.Y

Tokyo returned to the Ryukyu problem again in late 1878, largely to pre-
empt foreign intervention. Former American president Ulysses S. Grant
was scheduled to visit East Asia in 1879 as part of a round-the-world tour,
and Beijing was planning to request his arbitration of the Ryukyu dis-
pute. The Meiji government wanted to appear reasonable and amicable
when hosting Grant, but it was unwilling to negotiate sovereign control of
Ryukyu. To preclude any discussion of sovereignty, Tokyo moved to assert
direct control before Grant’s visit. In March 1879, Japanese troops seized
control of Shuri Castle, deposed King Sho Tai, and announced the creation
of Okinawa Prefecture. In May, the former king was shipped to Tokyo,
where the Meiji emperor denounced his insolence, but then, in his abun-
dant mercy, pardoned his crimes and granted him a peerage.’®

The creation of Okinawa Prefecture was a direct rebuke to Beijing,
which had warned Tokyo against unilateral action. But having seized
Ryukyu, Tokyo could afford to appear reasonable, gracious, and concilia-
tory. When Grant proposed concessions in the spirit of “magnanimity and
justice,” Tokyo offered to cede to China the southwestern end of the archi-
pelago in return for most favored nation status in relations with China.
Beijing’s representatives accepted this proposal, but the Chinese foreign
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ministry refused to sign. This turmoil within the Chinese government
allowed Tokyo to reject further negotiations without appearing belligerent.
On January 5, 1881, Japan’s minister to Beijing notified China that Tokyo
considered the matter of Ryukyu closed. China protested, but to no avail.”

In these new assertions of sovereignty, the Meiji government empha-
sized Ryukyu’s cultural similarity to Japan. It insisted that the Ryukyuan
language was merely a dialect of Japanese, that Ryukyuan etiquette was
identical to that of Japan, and that the Ryukyuan religion was none other
than Shinto.?’ These claims were not only untrue, they also constituted
a complete reversal of Tokugawa-era policy, which had focused on the
cultural distinctiveness of Ryukyu. But these falsehoods were politically
effective and, combined with adept diplomacy and military force, secured
international recognition of Ryukyu as Japanese. Nonetheless, Meiji policy
continued to reflect the liminal status of Ryukyu as a quasi-colony within
the Japanese “homeland.” Although Ryukyu was now internationally
recognized as part of Japan, the Meiji state delayed the implementation
of key reforms, wary of sparking unrest. Conscription, for example, was
not extended to Okinawa until 1898, twenty-five years after it was imple-
mented in the home islands. Land reform, including the abolition of com-
munal farmlands, was not begun until 1899. While delaying those major
reforms, the government made some limited attempts to mark ordinary
Ryukyuans as Japanese subjects. Ryukyuans were required, for example,
to adopt family names and register under the Meiji household registration
system (koseki).?! But having won international recognition of Ryukyu as
Japanese, Tokyo postponed the challenges of assimilation. When Japan
renewed its efforts to assimilate Ryukyu in the late 189os, it was as part
of a new stage of imperial conquest. China ceded Taiwan to Japan in 1895
under the Treaty of Shimonoseki. After claiming Taiwan as a Japanese
colony, the Meiji state moved to assimilate Ryukyu as part of the Japanese
“homeland” (naichi) rather than part of its empire. The expansion of the
Japanese empire thus included a redefinition of the Japanese “homeland.”

A parallel process of consolidation unfolded in the far northeast, where
the Okubo administration sought to incorporate Ezo into a Japanese
nation-state. As a contact zone between the Tokugawa regime and the
Russian Empire, Ezo once lay in a gray zone between homeland, fron-
tier, and colony. In 1875, Enomoto Takeaki, rehabilitated and released from
prison, negotiated a clear international border between Japan and Russia,
ending the ambiguous joint possession of Sakhalin. Under the Treaty of
St. Petersburg, Japan renounced its claims to Sakhalin in exchange for
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complete control of the Kuriles up to the Kamchatka peninsula. The estab-
lishment of a clear international border galvanized efforts to redefine the
Ainu as Japanese imperial subjects. The government redoubled earlier
efforts to impose Japanese hairstyle and clothing on the Ainu. It banned
poison arrows, instead encouraging hunting with firearms. It sought to
impose sedentary agriculture, issuing title deeds and banning the prac-
tice of burning homes after the death of an occupant.?? Nonetheless, Ezo
retained a liminal status as a quasi-colony within a Japanese nation-state.
The Meiji administrative agency for Ezo, for example, was known in English
as the Hokkaido Colonization Office (1869—-82) (Hokkaido kaitakushi).

Radical nostalgia shaped these efforts to make Ezo an integral part
of Japan, and Meiji-era terms were replete with ancient references. The
Hokkaido Colonization Office used an anachronistic term for “office” (shi),
recalling the Azechi or Ansatsu-shi, an eighth-century agency that admin-
istered northeastern Honshti.??> The Meiji government’s program of set-
tling former samurai on military outposts in Hokkaido, the tondenhei, was
named after an ancient Chinese institution.”* The toponym “Hokkaid6”
itself, coined in 1869, recalled the ancient division of Japan into five inner
provinces (ki) in the greater Kyoto-Nara area, and seven outer “circuits” or
do (goki shichido). Renaming Ezo as Hokkaido, the “Northern sea circuit,”
created an eighth “circuit” and implied that Ezo had been a part of the
ancient imperial state. Intriguingly, the term Hokkaido is now a linguis-
tic fossil. It remains the official name for the prefecture, even though the
broader attempt to revive the ancient “five province seven circuit” system
collapsed when the Meiji government designated Tokyo, rather than Kyoto,
as its capital. Moving the capital to Tokyo, in the ancient Tokaids, of “Eastern
sea circuit,” destroyed the logic of that system since the new center of Japan
was at its ancient periphery. Today Hokkaido is the only prefecture with the
suffix “d6”: Japan’s newest territory has its most ancient name.?

Renaming Ezo as Hokkaido also domesticated the territory by remov-
ing an etymological association with savagery. The second character in the
toponym Ezo meant savage or barbarian, reflecting a Tokugawa-era dis-
tinction between barbarians (iteki) and humans (ningen). Meiji discourse
rejected these distinctions, emphasizing instead the transformation of the
Ainu into Japanese imperial subjects as “aboriginals” (dojin) and later as
“former aboriginals” (kyidojin).*

While linking Hokkaido to the ancient imperial state, the Hokkaido
Colonial Office also embraced transnational notions of economic develop-
ment. The office relied heavily on American advisors, most prominently
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Horace Capron (1804-55), a former United States commissioner of agri-
culture. These advisors explicitly cited the settlement of the American West
as a model for Hokkaido. Japan, they declared, needed land grant colleges,
like those created by the Morrill Act of 1862. It needed to encourage the
migration of farmers by copying the Homestead Act of 1862. It needed
cattle ranches, dairy farms, and apple orchards, all ideally with American-
style organization and architecture.” The Japanese government eagerly
embraced this vision of Hokkaido as parallel to the American West, but its
discourse on Hokkaido was also suffused with a sense of overseas expansion
and settlement. The inaugural issue of the official publication, the Hokkaido
Development Journal (Hokkaido kaitaku zasshi), compared Japanese settlers
in Hokkaido to the Mayflower Pilgrims, pioneers in a new land.”® More
broadly, the discourse of encouraging migration to Hokkaido anticipated
later arguments about both emigration and colonization. Fukuzawa Yukichi,
for example, urged former samurai to settle in Hokkaido but then shifted
his focus to emigration to the Americas. Tsuda Sen, editor of the Hokkaido
Development Journal, later advocated settlement in Korea and North China,
while his son and daughter both emigrated to California.?’

The impact of Meiji policy in Hokkaido was decidedly mixed. Sapporo
Agricultural College, now Hokkaido University, emerged as a respected
and influential institution of higher education. But many of the Colonial
Office’s other enterprises were poorly conceived and badly run. The gov-
ernment’s settler promotion policy was fraught with contradictions. It sub-
sidized immigration to Hokkaidd but assigned to the original settlers the
poorest lands, on the periphery of the fertile lowlands. Better lands were
reserved for later settlers, or held back by officials, who then arranged to
sell them to speculators. Poor transportation and underdeveloped mar-
kets meant high prices for basic commodities, and many settlers found
Hokkaido winters unbearably cold. Few migrants became permanent set-
tlers.’® Beyond farming, the Colonial Office’s diverse portfolio of ranches,
canneries, breweries, mines, mills, and foundries tended to bleed money.
Capron, in particular, seems to have disregarded labor costs, capital costs,
culture, and climate in his advice to the Meiji government.* Tragically, one
of the most enduring aspects of Meiji policy was contagion: the Ainu popu-
lation was decimated as settlers spread measles, influenza, and tuberculosis.*?
Another legacy was scandal. When the government began selling its assets
in Hokkaido after 1881, reports of corruption caused a political crisis.

Similarly to Ryukyu and Ezo, the Ogasawara Islands were traditionally
a liminal space in terms of race, ethnicity, and international law. In 1875,
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according to a report by a British consul, the inhabitants were a creole soci-
ety of thirty-seven men and thirty-two women. The British report described
five of the male settlers as “whites,” referring to the European-born men,
but the islanders themselves were pointedly unconcerned with either racial
classification or national identity. They self-identified as Bonin Islanders
and, in the estimation of the British consul, “they wished to be left alone in
undisturbed possession of their holdings, and the less that was said about
nationality or protection of any kind the better.”** Unfortunately for the
islanders, nineteenth-century international politics did not allow for such
undisturbed places. Commodore Perry himself had suggested turning the
islands into a US colony, and the Meiji state scrambled to redefine the ter-
ritory as an integral part of the Japanese “homeland.”

The incorporation of Ogasawara was broadly similar to that of Ezo and
Ryukyu, but the presence of “whites” presented unique problems. Under
extraterritoriality, the European-born settlers on the Ogasawara Islands
were potentially subject to the legal jurisdiction of their “home” countries.
In order to have an effective legal control over the islands, the Meiji gov-
ernment needed to transform those “white” settlers and their families into
subjects of the Japanese emperor. The incorporation of the Ogasawara
Islands thus prompted the creation of a new legal category, “naturalized
foreigner” (kika gaikokujin), a term specifically designed to accommo-
date the islanders’ special status. As part of the naturalization process,
the islanders were registered under the koseki household registration sys-
tem and thereby became Japanese imperial subjects. To emphasize the
incorporation of Ogasawara as part of the homeland, in 1880 the islands
were placed under the administrative jurisdiction of Tokyo, more than
6oo miles away. Nonetheless, the islands retained a marginal, semi-colo-
nial status. In 1878, the government barred “naturalized foreigners” from
resettling on Japanese main islands (naichi), confirming the settlers’ status
as simultaneously in and out of Japan. That ban was lifted in 1897, in con-
formity the 1889 Meiji constitution, but by that time the original settlers
were a small minority on the island. The Meiji government encouraged
the emigration of main-island Japanese, and the Ogasawara population
soared from fewer than 100 in 1875 to over 3,000 by 1894.*

The Domestic Transformation

In domestic policy, the Okubo administration rejected a key tenet of
the caretaker government: that the success of the Japanese nation-state
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required the urgent mobilization of popular energies. Okubo did not dis-
parage the importance of liberty (jiyii) and popular rights (minken) as did
his colleagues Inoue Kaoru and Terashima Munenori. But he insisted
that the relative underdevelopment of the Japanese people constrained
their ability to enjoy rights and freedoms. The populace, he opined,
was “accustomed to years of feudal oppression and has long embraced
warped and wicked practices,” so the Japanese people were simply not
ready to govern themselves. Okubo advocated a gradual expansion of
political rights, steering a cautious middle course between the turmoil
of the French republic and Russian despotism. But Japan, he insisted,
could never be a democracy (minshu), which was a rare and unstable
form of government. The United States was barely 100 years old, so the
world’s only lasting democracy was Switzerland. For Okubo, the 1789
French Revolution suggested that precipitous moves toward popular
rights could create tyranny instead of liberty. Long term, England seemed
like an ideal model for Japan: a prosperous island with a limited monar-
chy and a massive empire. But given the backwardness of the Japanese
people, Okubo could not yet see entrusting them with political respon-
sibility. Japan needed first to raise their intelligence (sairyoku) and foster
their patriotism.*

One of the Okubo administration’s first acts was to reverse earlier
policy and tighten controls on the press. The early Meiji state had been
broadly supportive of newspapers as “essential to enlightenment.” It had
warned against slander, incitement to criminal conduct, and news that
was “injurious to public sentiment,” but it had encouraged reporting on
domestic and international affairs as part of the “broadening of human
knowledge.”*¢ In October 1873, however, the Dajokan announced new laws
banning any “irresponsibly critical comments” on politics or national law.
The edict also prohibited any news that might “interfere with national
law through the vilification of national polity (kokutai), the discussion
of national laws, or advocacy of foreign laws.”* In 1875, the government
tightened these restrictions with harsh new penalties of up to three years
in jail for a range of offenses including “defaming national edicts and
undermining obedience to national law.”*® Foreign governments collabo-
rated with this crackdown. When the Meiji government complained about
publications by British subjects, the British consul forbade its subjects
from printing or publishing newspapers in Japan. The target of this ban
was likely the dissident journalist John Reddie Black who had supported
the losing faction in the 18773 Political Crisis.*® The Meiji state also imposed
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new restrictions on public assembly. Beginning in July 1878, all public lec-
tures involving political affairs were monitored by the police and could be
disbanded for statements that might “instigate popular discontent.” After
1880, the organizers of all political meetings were required to obtain prior
approval from the police.®

In education policy, the Meiji state also moved to emphasize obedi-
ence and loyalty to the state. Initially, the government focused on placating
local opposition by restoring some local control and by reducing tuition.
In 1879, however, the government explicitly repudiated central elements of
the 1872 system. In an imperial declaration, the government lamented that
recent reforms had neglected loyalty and filial piety in favor of the acqui-
sition of knowledge and skills. That excessive emphasis on “civilization
and enlightenment” was pernicious and contrary to the true purpose of
Japanese education. Japan needed to reemphasize virtues such as loyalty
to one’s lord and parents in order to secure national independence. Those
explicit references to Confucian hierarchy were a stark contrast to the gov-
ernment’s earlier emphasis on individual self-actualization. Whereas the
1872 reforms had emphasized the obligation of parents to educate their
children, the 1879 declaration focused on children’s deference to their
parents. The new policy also emphasized conventional gender roles such
as the “virtuous wife” (seppu), in contrast to the caretaker government’s
moves toward gender neutrality.”!

The Okubo administration’s low estimation of the Japanese people
shaped its economic policy. After 1873, the government began working
directly with private enterprises to promote the adoption of advanced tech-
nologies. It sold or leased plants and equipment to private entrepreneurs
forarange of products, including cloth, thread, printing type-blocks, ceram-
ics, lacquer ware, soap, and tinplate. That direct collaboration with private
enterprise marked a shift in state policy.** There was a consensus within
the Meiji government that the state needed to help build the infrastructure
of a modern economy, such as railroad and telegraph lines. To that end
the government opened a railroad line from Shinbashi (central Tokyo) to
Yokohama in 1872, and then one from Osaka to Kobe in 1874, and from
Osaka to Kyoto in 1877. The telegraph system expanded rapidly, beginning
with a short line from Tokyo to Yokohama in 1869, but then extending over
7oo miles southwest from Tokyo to Nagasaki in 1873 and over 600 miles
northeast to Otaru (Hokkaido) in 1875. There was also a consensus that the
state needed to support capital-intensive, high-technology enterprises. The
Yokosuka shipyard, for example, was begun by the Tokugawa shogunate
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in 1866 and expanded by the Meiji government, eventually becoming a
major naval base and arsenal. The government also opened the Tomioka
silk reeling plant in 1872, a huge factory with more than 300 kettles, com-
pleted at cost of nearly ¥200,000.”

While continuing these industrial promotion policies, the Okubo
administration also began direct government support for private enter-
prises. In 1874, for example, the government leased a textile mill to a group
of private investors for ¥650 per year. In 1877 it leased a kiln for ¥40 per
year and a tin plate machine for ¥65 per year. It sold soap-making equip-
ment to a private group for 15 percent below cost.* Behind these various
subventions was a dim view of Japanese entrepreneurship. Okubo was
convinced that the Japanese people were ignorant and of “weak disposi-
tion.” Since the people lacked “diligence and perseverance,” it was the
responsibility of the state to “press and induce” them to undertake new
enterprises. While laissez-faire policies might work in advanced Western
economies, Japan would need to protect, promote, and nurture key indus-
tries until its people were more economically mature.® That attitude was
strikingly unlike Et6’s conviction that Japan needed to liberate rather than
protect its entrepreneurs. For Et6, Japan’s merchants were fully capable of
leading the economy so long as the state provided them with the proper
framework, an efficient and transparent legal system.

Perhaps the greatest accomplishment of the Okubo administration was
land tax reform, which stabilized the state’s major source of revenue. The
dual goals of tax reform were to create a reliable stream of revenue and
to equalize the tax burden across Japan by replacing regional tax systems
with a single standardized cash payment. To stabilize revenue, the govern-
ment moved from taxing the harvest to taxing the land itself. That change
formally committed the Meiji state to capitalist principles of ownership.
Under Tokugawa-era law, it was difficult to sell farmland since, in theory, it
could not be owned: the local daimyo, samurai, and farmers all had inter-
locking claims to different aspects of the land. Local communities also had
diverse traditions of holding lands in common. The Meiji land tax reform
formally replaced these practices with clear title deeds, and the landholder
now owed taxes based on the value of the land. Finally, by collecting taxes
in cash rather than in kind, the government could secure a steadier stream
of revenue. The Meiji land tax reforms were thus central to the creation of
a strong, centralized state.*

The government implemented tax reform with great trepidation, antici-
pating massive resistance. Remarkably, although some regions experienced
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double-digit increases in taxation, there were few protests when the tax was
introduced in 1874. In 1876, however, there were large, widespread protests
because of a fall in rice prices. Since taxes were based on the previous year’s
rice price, a ¥10 tax bill required 1.37 bushels of rice in 1875, but two bush-
els in 1876. Alarmed by the scale and intensity of the protests, in January
1877, the government reduced the tax rate from 3 percent to 2.5 percent of
land value. The protests abated, but simmering anti-government sentiment
generated popular support for the rebels in the War of the Southwest. The
lower tax rate also exacerbated the state’s fiscal problems, particularly since
it coincided with the massive costs of civil war.¥ Despite these problems,
land tax reform achieved a new level of state power and centralization. By
1878, all Japanese landowners paid taxes to Tokyo at the same rate and at the
same time across the archipelago. The ancient imperial state had attempted
a similarly centralized system some 1,100 years before, but the Meiji regime
enforced its claims with modern bureaucratic efficiency.

The government approached conscription with a similar combination
of resolve and caution. The caretaker government announced conscription
in late 1872, but the actual draft did not begin until August 1873. In the
wake of the “blood tax” anti-conscription protests and riots, the govern-
ment was careful to minimize the impact of conscription on rural fami-
lies. The regulations provided multiple exemptions: for the ill or disabled;
those under five shaku one sun in height (roughly 5 ft./154.5 cm.); poten-
tial household heads; those with a brother already in the military; those
convicted of a crime; government officials; students in higher-level public
schools, medical school, or military schools; and those studying abroad.
The wealthy could also receive a draft exemption by paying ¥270. Many
of these exemptions were exploited to avoid service, and the early Meiji
army was comparatively small because over 8o percent of draft-age men
received exemptions from service. In 1878, the army was only 41,000 com-
pared to over 1.3 million in Germany. The government moved slowly to
close off exemptions. In 1878, for example, it prohibited men twenty years
old and younger from claiming the head of household exemption. That
stopped families from setting up largely fictive “branch households” for
their sons. Only in 1889 did the government limit draft exemptions to ill-
ness and disability. As with the land tax, however, conscription marked a
new level of systematic and centralized state power. In trying to evade the
draft, young men throughout Japan were seeking exemptions from the
same rules. Thus, even opposition to the state was marked by a new level
of national uniformity.”®
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One of the most fraught issues for the Okubo administration was the
dissolution of the samurai estate. The early Meiji state and the caretaker
government had made tentative moves to replace stipends and abolish
hereditary privileges. In early 1872, the caretaker government approved
a plan, proposed by Inoue Kaoru, which closely resembled the eventual
1876 program. Samurai stipends were to be reduced sharply and replaced
by income-bearing bonds, with cuts falling most heavily on the wealthi-
est retainers. But the consensus behind the project was fragile. Saigd and
other men from Satsuma were worried about opposition from their lord,
Shimazu Hisamitsu, who was vociferously criticizing the new govern-
ment for its radicalism. Writing back from overseas, Iwakura and Kido
also cautioned against precipitous action. In the absence of a stable con-
sensus, the government moved more modestly to simplify the stipend
system. It eliminated the distinct rank of “sotsu” for lower samurai and
classified all retainers with heritable income as “shizoku,” a neologism for
“former samurai.”*

The Okubo cabinet continued the caretaker government’s incremen-
talism. It made stipends subject to progressive taxation, ranging from
2 percent to 35.5 percent. It began a program of voluntary stipend conver-
sion, urging ex-samurai to take payment in a combination of bonds and
cash and to use those proceeds to buy a farm or business. Those initial
conversions ended badly, in part because a poor rice harvest in 1873 raised
the price of rice, penalizing those who had elected to take their stipends
in cash.*

The government moved decisively against samurai perquisites in
March 1876, stripping samurai of their long-standing right to wear swords
in public. Thereafter, swords were restricted to active-duty military person-
nel and police officers.” In August, the government moved to eliminate
stipends. All hereditary stipends were replaced with bonds, ranging in
value from five to fourteen years’ income, and with annual yields ranging
from 5 percent to 7 percent. The overall reduction in annual payments was
roughly 45 percent, but the conversion schedule was highly progressive,
favoring samurai with the smallest stipends. For example, samurai with
an annual stipend of 15 koku or less (the lowest bracket) received bonds
worth fourteen years of income paying 7 percent per annum. The result-
ing annual income loss was only 2 percent. At 250 koku, however, the
bonds were only worth ten years” income and paid only 6 percent, reduc-
ing annual income by 40 percent. Samurai in the highest bracket, 7000
koku and above, incurred income losses of 75 percent or more.*
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FIGURE 6.1 Stipend to Bond Conversion, 1876. Data from Kondo, ed., Chitsuroku
shobunhd, esp. 17-24.

As an administrative project, the conversion of stipends was a remark-
able achievement. In only its ninth year, the new government managed a
massive domestic bond issue without wild swings in prices or interest rates.
Anticipating that many samurai might quickly sell their bonds, causing a
precipitous drop in prices, the government instructed its nascent banking
system to buy the bonds. To finance cash payments on the bonds, the gov-
ernment floated a large loan in England.*® The end of stipends effectively
dissolved the samurai as a privileged class, but the economic impact var-
ied widely. For some samurai, the bonds represented a sudden infusion
of capital, providing new business opportunities. In Yonezawa domain,
for example, many samurai households had begun weaving in late 1700s,
renting looms and thread from brokers, and selling back finished cloth.
That extra income supplemented their meager stipends. The conversion
of stipends into bonds allowed those families to buy their own tools and
supplies and become independent producers.>* Similarly, the majority of
samurai in Gifu successfully adapted to new lives in farming or small busi-
ness. For others, however, the conversion program represented a daunting
challenge. Many samurai considered ignorance of business and finance a
mark of elite status, so managing their bonds required precisely the skills
and knowledge they both lacked and disdained. The inability of samurai to
understand their finances was so striking that period observers coined the
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phrase “doing business like a former samurai” (shizoku no shohd), mean-
ing a complete lack of business sense. Period tabloids reveled in lurid sto-
ries of once-powerful samurai pulling rickshaws or selling their wives and
daughters into prostitution. But those anecdotes are not representative of
the overall impact of stipend reform. The strongly progressive conversion
schedule meant that the most severe cuts in income were concentrated on
a relatively small elite. Most former samurai met their loss of hereditary
privilege with a combination of steely resolve and quiet resignation.>

A vocal minority attacked the stipend conversion program with both
words and weapons. But by 1876 it was difficult to muster a straight-
forward defense of hereditary privilege. Rather than defend “tradition,”
opponents of stipend reform invoked “samurai populism.” A letter in
the anti-government Hyoron Shinbun, for example, criticized the govern-
ment’s unilateral action as “despotic” (assei) and called for its overthrow.
A Tosa-based political group, the Risshisha, cited the unfair treatment of
samurai, but in the context of a call for an elected assembly. Rather than
block reform, such activism sought to turn former samurai into leaders in
a new political landscape.>®

In judicial reform, the Okubo administration believed that the rights
of the individual could only be secured by a strong state, so it focused on
consolidating state power through the military, the bureaucracy, the police,
and a new criminal code (1882). Postponing the creation of a Japanese civil
code allowed the Meiji state to consolidate its power, and only in 1899 did
the Meiji government decree a comprehensive civil code. That approach
was the opposite of the caretaker government’s insistence on swift and
comprehensive legal reform. Without a new civil code, judges struggled
with ongoing mundane questions such as how to confirm the validity of
a contract, adjudicate a divorce, or divide an estate. Judges could not rely
on Tokugawa-era law because it did not offer uniform national precedents.
On the contrary, Tokugawa-era law emphasized the differences between
Japanese status groups, such as samurai and commoners, distinctions the
Meiji government had abolished. Relying on Tokugawa precedent would
thus undermine a core principle of the new nation-state: the unity of the
Japanese people. Instead, Meiji administrators and judges developed an
ad hoc body of national case law that fused samurai notions of the family
with Western legal norms.

That evolving legal code gradually overruled many regional and status-
based variations in marriage and inheritance laws. In the Tokugawa era,
samurai and commoners were governed by different laws and norms.
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Samurai households, for example, favored primogeniture and impartible
inheritance. That reflected the nature of samurai patrimony: a house-
hold’s primary asset was the father’s hereditary position as a servant of
his lord, which was essentially impartible. Commoners, however, were
more flexible both in dividing a family’s assets and in choosing an heir,
with considerable regional variation. While some commoner households
also favored primogeniture, in the southwest, commoners tended toward
a more egalitarian division of assets among sons. In Shikoku, some vil-
lages favored ultimogeniture, succession of the youngest son, over pri-
mogeniture. Areas with high levels of labor migration also had traditions
of proxy headship in which wives were recognized as household heads
in their husband’s absence.”’ In family relations, commoner households
were more concerned with spousal compatibility than with gender hier-
archy. For samurai households, a wife’s unquestioning obedience to her
husband was analogous to a vassal’s undying loyalty to his lord. But that
parallelism was meaningless for farm households, since male farmers had
no tradition of vassalage. Instead, farm households celebrated spousal har-
mony as essential to economic prosperity.>®

Since most Meiji-era officials were former samurai, they looked to sam-
urai family customs when issuing rulings and decrees. Under the 1872
Meiji household registration system (koseki), for example, Japan was made
up of patriarchal households (ie), rather than individuals, thereby codify-
ing a samurai view of society. Under koseki, each household had a unique
head, commonly an adult man, who was the legal representative of his
wife, children, and younger siblings. Adult children needed the permission
of their household head to marry or to form an independent household.
The government recognized that some aspects of samurai patriarchy were
ill-suited to commoner households and made allowances for commoner
practices, such as partible inheritance. But the overall impact was to cre-
ate uniformity across the archipelago.”® On paper, if not in practice, an
Ainu household on Kunashiri Island, a Ryukyuan household on Yaeyama
Island, a Japanese farming household in Tosa, and a creole household on
Iwojima Island were all structurally identical to a former samurai house-
hold in Tokyo.*

The koseki system thus invented an artificially uniform family system
based on Japanese “tradition,” but making Japan look “civilized” required
reconciling that “tradition” with Western legal frameworks. That process
was especially difficult because the Meiji government’s 1871 criminal code
was based on Chinese law, while reformers of the civil code focused on
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French and later German law. The Chinese criminal code defined five lev-
els of family relations. At the first level for a man were his parents, his
children, his adoptive parents, and his adoptive children. For a woman,
that first level consisted solely of her husband. At the second level for a
man were his grandparents, his father’s wives, his father’s siblings (pater-
nal uncles and aunts), his own siblings, his wives and concubines, his
nieces and nephews, and his daughters-in-law. For a woman, that second
level included her husband’s parents, but not her own.® The criminal code
thus assumed not only formalized patriarchy but also polygamy, and so it
clashed with European notions of infidelity. Under the Napoleonic Code,
for example, a husband’s taking of a mistress was grounds for divorce. The
government’s pronouncements on civil law were thus routinely in conflict
with its own criminal code.

The struggle to reconcile those conflicting traditions was one of the
defining features of Meiji legal reform. As early as 1872/u, Fukuoka
Takachika and Et6 Shinpei urged that concubines be excluded from
household registers as family members. Monogamy, they declared, was
in accordance with “the laws of nature” (tenri shizen no dori), while treat-
ing a concubine as a family member contravened “natural law.” Because
monogamy was mandated by “heaven’s law,” the abolition of concubines
was not a rupture with tradition but a return to ancient principles. Rather
than describe the issue as a conflict between Chinese and Western law,
they appealed to universal values and natural law. While others in the
government were sympathetic to these arguments, they noted that since
even the imperial house had concubines, the issue would require careful
deliberation.®” Undeterred, Fukuoka and Et6 suggested, also unsuccess-
fully, that concubines be reclassified as family servants.®® The status of
concubines was partly resolved by the 1882 criminal code, which omitted
concubines as relatives, but only in 1884 did the Council of State confirm
that concubines were no longer relatives and should therefore be removed
from household registers.*

Entangled with the distinction between wives and concubines was the
distinction between “legitimate” and “illegitimate” children. That contrast
was critical in European family law, but almost irrelevant in early modern
Japan. In Tokugawa-era law, the most common distinction among chil-
dren was between a household’s designated heir (chakushi) and other sib-
lings or half-siblings (shoshi). Children by concubines, rather than wives,
were legally unremarkable and not precluded from succession. In 1873,
however, the Council of State established a new distinction: a child born to
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a “wife or concubine” (saisho) was henceforth a “kaseishi,” literally a “public
child,” whereas others were “shiseishi,” literally “private child.” That termi-
nology was an amalgam of the European distinction between “legitimate”
and “illegitimate” children with the classical Chinese practice of treating
concubines as family members. Only after 1884, when concubines were
removed from household registries, did the neologism “shiseishi” begin
to correspond to the European notion of “illegitimacy”: “legitimate” chil-
dren were those born to a woman registered as a member of her hus-
band’s household. In the absence of a comprehensive civil code, however,
“legitimacy” remained ill defined, evolving slowly through case law. Most
children born to a married couple were “legitimate” since, upon mar-
riage, a woman normally entered her husband’s household. As late as the
1890s, however, the government was still ruling on problematic situations,
such as children born to couples who were legally married but where the
woman had not officially registered as a member of her husband’s house.®

These tensions between different legal traditions played out at all levels
of society. The Meiji emperor and empress, for example, were publicly
depicted as a monogamous couple, and the empress began performing
duties appropriate for a Victorian lady of high station. She hosted state din-
ners and appeared beside the emperor when he visited schools, factories,
and military installations.®® But, more quietly, the emperor fathered nine-
teen children by five different imperial concubines. Since the empress
herself was childless, in 1887 the emperor’s son by a lady-in-waiting (tenji/
naishi no suke) was designated his heir. According to the traditions of
the Japanese imperial house, this was unproblematic. Indeed, the Meiji
emperor himself was the child of a lady-in-waiting. Internationally, how-
ever, the Japanese government wanted to depict the Meiji emperor as
a modern monarch, so Western media were told that the empress had
“adopted as her own child the Emperor’s son by one of his deputy wives.”*
Monogamy became an imperial tradition only in the twentieth century,
beginning with the marriage in 1900 of the future Taisho emperor.

The personal lives of Meiji leaders also reflected these shifting and
fluid attitudes toward wives and concubines. In the 1870s, for example,
Katsu Kaish@'s Tokyo household included children by at least three
women: his wife and two mistresses. This was unremarkable to Katsu’s
Japanese contemporaries, but it was shocking to Americans such as
Clara Whitney, the teenage daughter of missionary educators. Katsu had
provided extensive financial support for the Whitneys’ school, and Clara
regularly played and studied with Katsu's children. She was dismayed
to learn that two of Katsu’s sons, Umetard and Shichird, had different
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mothers, and she lamented that “the Empire is undermined by such prac-
tices.” Despite her initial dismay, in 1886, Clara chose to marry Katsu’s
“illegitimate” son Umetard, possibly because she was already pregnant.
In 1900, however, Clara and Umetar6 ended their marriage, and she
returned to the United States and settled in Pennsylvania with their five
children. Clara and Umetard’s relationship covered a range of evolving
family structures. When Umetaro was born in 1864, the concept of “ille-
gitimacy” did not exist in Japan. In her diary, Clara wrote that Umetaro
confessed to her his “secret,” but Umetard was not legally illegitimate
until years later. His shame at his “illegitimacy” likely reflected a new
sense of family structure stemming from his conversion to Christianity.
As for Clara, according to an 1873 Dajokan edict, she became a Japanese
subject through her marriage to Umetard, and their children were
accordingly Japanese nationals. Thus, Clara and Umetard’s children
were members of his household and would remain his wards upon dis-
solution of the marriage. The 1899 civil code, however, allowed for cus-
tody to be decided by mutual consent of parents, permitting Clara to
move the children out of the country.®®

The Meiji's government’s decision to delay a civil code left unresolved
these many questions of women and the family, but that confusion could
be emancipatory. The fluidity of social norms and laws in the 1860s and
1870s provided unique opportunities to cross gender and status boundar-
ies. A compelling example is the case of Kusumoto Ine, who rose from
humble origins to serve as midwife to the imperial house. Kusumoto was
born in Nagasaki in 1827 to Philipp Franz von Siebold, a physician in the
Dutch factory, and his Japanese concubine, Taki.®* Siebold was expelled
from Japan in 1829 on charges of espionage, having exchanged detailed
maps with several Japanese scholars. In keeping with Nagasaki local prac-
tice, Siebold provided financially for his daughter in advance of his depar-
ture. But Siebold also took the unusual step of asking his Japanese medical
students to look after Ine’s education. She was a capable and determined
student. Ine’s medical career was unimpeded by her status as “illegitimate”
and “mixed race.” On the contrary, as a practitioner of “Dutch” or Western
medicine, she entered a circle of physicians who served Date Munenari,
the lord of Uwajima domain. A renowned patron of Western learning,
Munenari retained Ine as a physician for the Uwajima Castle women’s
quarters, granting her an official stipend. Her status in Uwajima Castle
was so high that William Willis, physician for the British legation, mistak-
enly described her as “Chief Physician of the Uwajima Family,” noting that
she and her family “seem to be upper class retainers.”
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Ine’s family was fluid and crossed national and status boundaries.
Her father returned to Japan in 1859, and he supported her education and
career, but she continued to live with her mother, daughter, and son-in-
law, Mise Shizd, also a prominent physician in the service of the Uwajima
house. She also maintained ties with her half-brothers, Alexander and
Heinrich, Siebold’s sons by his German wife. Ine did not marry, although
she gave birth to a daughter after one of her mentors, Ishii Soken, raped
her. She rejected Soken’s offers of marriage, but she accepted career sup-
port from Ishii Kendd, Soken’s son by another woman.

Ine’s medical career reached its apex around 1873 when she was called
to attend the emperor’s concubine Mitsuko in childbirth. Although that
pregnancy tragically ended in the death of both mother and child, Ine was
awarded ¥100 for her services, a sum equivalent to several years’ income
for many samurai or skilled craftsmen. That moment was emblematic of

» o«

the emancipatory power of the Meiji Restoration: an “illegitimate,” “mixed-
race,” single mother and rape survivor was commended for her service as
personal physician to the imperial house. Ine thrived, both personally and
professionally, in a window between the collapse of the Tokugawa order and
the consolidation of the Meiji state. Had she been born earlier, she likely
would have lived an unremarkable life in Nagasaki. Had she been born later,
her gender and lack of formal education would have held her back. Indeed,
the modernization of the Meiji state steadily reduced Ine’s professional
authority. In 1874, the Meiji state began to regulate medicine as a profession
rather than a craft, and it required physicians to pass a series of examina-
tions in order to receive government certification. Ine’s medical experience
was extensive, but she had learned through apprenticeship rather than
formal education and was unprepared for this new exam-based regulatory
regime. She was eventually certified to practice medicine, but only in the
limited capacity of “old midwife,” rather than as an obstetrician or “new
midwife.” The Midwives’ Ordinance of 1899 eliminated Ine’s “old midwife”
option and would have ended her career, but she seems to have voluntarily
stopped practicing beforehand.” The trajectory of Ine’s life was characteris-
tic of a broader phenomenon. The “modernization” of the Meiji state, with
its expanding regulatory reach, brought to a close an era of opportunities.

The Mewji Opposition

A sprawling range of opposition groups contested the Okubo adminis-
tration’s expansion of state power. Those groups were distinct at their
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extremes but united by a distrust of the government’s autocracy and its
foreign policy. Many former samurai were incensed by the government’s
Korea policy. Saigd Takamori, for example, declared that Okubo’s strat-
egy of tricking the Choson dynasty into a conflict was beneath the honor
of samurai. Japan should have explicitly fought for its honor rather than
emulating the vilest deceits of Western diplomacy. For many ex-samurai,
the imagined glory of conquering Korea and Taiwan was a substitute for
their lost privilege and prestige. That emphasis on samurai honor fused
surprisingly well with demands for popular governance. Insisting that
there was a popular mandate for war, activists recast samurai belligerence
as a democratic value. If the “people” demanded an aggressive foreign pol-
icy, then the government needed to follow the “popular will.” The opposi-
tion movement thus fused new and foreign democratic ideas with samurai
notions of justice and rectitude.

The Saga Rebellion of 1874 is emblematic of that ideological syncre-
tism. After resigning from office, Et6 assembled a group of like-minded
partisans and together they resolved to attack Korea and complete the
work of the Restoration. Their group, the “Attack Korea Party” (Seikanto),
grounded its militarism in a theory of civil rights and natural law. They
insisted that the rights of the state and the rights of the people were fun-
damentally interdependent. The state could properly exercise its national
rights only in accordance with the rights of the people (minken). Further,
if the state lost its national rights, the people would also lose their civil
rights. For Et6 and his allies, that connection logically required an inva-
sion of Korea. By insulting Japanese officials, Korea had impugned Japan’s
national honor, and that had diminished Japan’s national rights. It was
thus the duty of all Japanese men to avenge that insult in defense of their
own individual rights and honor. Writing in passionate if stilted English,
Et0 insisted that war with Korea was something to which “any man, as
rational being, must adhere with full impulse.”” Thoroughly informed
by Western legal theory, but true to Japanese warrior values, the Seikanto
manifesto reads like a samurai gloss on the Federalist Papers.

Etd’s actions in Saga terrified the Tokyo government, and Okubo mobi-
lized the army in anticipation of trouble. Eto then forged an alliance of
convenience with the Saga Patriot Party (Yukokutd), a group of conser-
vative, xenophobic ex-samurai committed to cleansing Japan of foreign
influence. The Saga Patriot Party was critical of those who “idolized the
foul ways of the barbarian,” so it had little in common with Et&’s Seikanto,
many of whose members had traveled and studied abroad. But the two
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groups found common cause in their contempt for the Okubo administra-
tion’s autocracy and in the need for “equitable and impartial public discus-
sion” (kohei shiigi). On the evening of February 15, 1874, the rebels attacked
Saga Castle and routed government forces. But the government mobilized
more troops, which broke and scattered the rebels on February 27. Eto
escaped and traveled 150 miles south to Kagoshima to appeal to Saigd for
help, but he was captured and executed together with twelve other leaders
of the rebellion.

The rebels’ demand for “equitable and impartial public discussion”
was part of a transformation of political culture. Under the Tokugawa,
the open discussion of national politics was prohibited, but by the 187o0s,
high politics was a regular part of public discourse. A broad range of print
media, from high-minded policy journals to rumor mongering tabloids
reported all aspects of politics, including foreign affairs, domestic regula-
tions, economic policy, and corruption scandals. These new media built
on earlier forms of public discourse, such as broadsides (kawaraban) and
colorful woodblock prints (nishikie), but those were highly coded to evade
Tokugawa-era censorship. For example, an 1853 print by the famous artist
Utagawa Kuniyoshi depicted a physician visiting a sick princess, who was
surrounded by concerned family and attendants. Superficially the print
depicts a scene from the popular story Chikusai, but it was actually a wry
commentary on the question of shogunal succession. The “princess” cor-
responded to the dying shogun Ieyoshi, and the doctor represented shogu-
nal advisor Mizuno Tadakuni. Using period diaries and letters, historians
have reconstructed the way readers in 1853 decoded the print as a sly par-
ody of shogunal politics. Beginning in the late 1860s, this coded political
journalism broke out into the open, and prints began “reporting” a heady
mix of news, gossip, rumor, scandal, and pure fantasy.”?

The early Meiji period produced range of journalistic media. Some pub-
lishers combined the woodblock print tradition with aspects of Western
newspapers to create colorful tabloids. Others emulated the structure and
format of more staid Western-language newspapers, with clear distinctions
between news, editorials, and reader correspondence.” Highly literate and
hungry for news, the Japanese public drove a steady expansion in Western-
style newspapers. By the early 1880s, hundreds of different newspaper com-
panies were printing more than 6o million copies per year for a population
of roughly 30 million. By 1890, circulation had soared to over 180 million
copies. These newspapers ran the gamut from semi-official government
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publications to vehemently anti-government journals.”* The Okubo admin-
istration was alarmed by the stridency of the opposition press, but it strug-
gled to mute dissent without lapsing into despotism. One problem was that
the government’s own actions had legitimized public dissent. Amid the
1873 Political Crisis, both sides had voiced their views in newspaper arti-
cles and public statements. Those precedents produced a boisterous public
sphere that pushed back against surveillance, censorship, and arrests.

Political activists also confronted the government through direct peti-
tions (kenpakusho). The Meiji government initially encouraged petitions
in the name of “opening paths of speech” (genro dokai), a phrase that sug-
gested respectful dissent by high-ranking officials.”” Beginning in 1872,
however, commoners became increasingly willing to submit written griev-
ances directly to the national government, and they offered exacting recom-
mendations on a broad range of topics including foreign affairs, industrial
promotion policy, education reform, the postal system, and religion. The
petition gained increased legitimacy as a form of dissent in January 1874,
when recently resigned members of the caretaker government, including
Itagaki, Eto and Soejima Taneomi, used it to criticize the Okubo adminis-
tration. Their petition accused the government of autocracy and demanded
the swift establishment of an elected national assembly (minsen giin).
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Like much early Meiji thought, the 1874 “elected assembly” petition was
a vibrant fusion of new Western and familiar local ideas. It insisted, for
example, on the principle of no taxation without representation: “People
who have the duty to pay taxes to a government concurrently possess the
right to be informed of, and to approve or reject the decisions of that gov-
ernment. That is a universally accepted principle, and it would be super-
fluous to explain it here.” By insisting that democracy was a “universal”
value, the petitioners refuted the contention that Japan was not ready for
democracy. Telegraphs worked perfectly well in Japan, they noted, because
the underlying principles of electricity were universal. There had been no
need to carefully adapt telegraphy to the distinctive aspects of local culture.
Accordingly, the technology of elections would work in Japan because the
underlying principles of natural rights were also universal. If Japan was
ready for electricity and steam engines, then it was also ready for national
elections. The petition thus voiced the trope of cosmopolitan chauvin-
ism: it was patriotic to insist that Japan conform to universal principles
and embrace international best practice.”

The authors reinforced this claim to universality by invoking older East
Asian notions of political legitimacy and propriety. They criticized the gov-
ernment’s autocracy with the classical Chinese phrase “genro yohei,” liter-
ally “blocking paths of speech.” That phrase referred to the government’s
own promise to open “paths of speech,” while also invoking centuries of
Chinese political thought. In Song-era Chinese thought, the phrase “genro
yohei” commonly referred to interference with the ability of government
ministers to voice respectful dissent. It was the obligation of a minister
to point his lord toward virtuous behavior, even when that meant criticiz-
ing the lord’s wishes. In that classical sense, “genro yohei” referred to the
actions of a thin stratum of advisors to the throne, but it reflected the
idea that principled dissent was a sign of loyalty rather than disloyalty.”
The 1874 petition expanded this notion of “opening paths of speech,” con-
necting demands for elections with East Asian concepts of legitimate rule.
Within that logic, the mechanism of elections was new and Western, but
the underlying principles of freedom of speech and consent of the gov-
erned were ancient and familiar.

The 1874 “elected assembly petition” catalyzed the transformation of
Japanese political discourse. Published in the Nisshin shinjishi newspaper,
the document reached a broad audience and changed the nature of dis-
sent. Petitioners became increasingly bold, challenging the administration
on the very nature of governance. The number of petitions soared, with
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over 520 submitted in 1874. The drafters of the 1874 petition also changed
Japanese politics by openly banding together and forming a political party
to advance their ideals. That group, the Public Patriot Party (Aikoko kotd),
inspired the formation of similar groups across Japan, and by the early
1880s there were hundreds of political societies in Japan, debating and
contesting high politics in unprecedented fashion.”® While the Public
Patriot Party itself was ephemeral, it transformed Japanese politics by
insisting that dissent could be patriotic rather than seditious.

Participation in this new world of politics varied by region. In broad
sections of central Japan, many of the new activists were commoners.
Rural commoners had long been engaged in local politics as village lead-
ers; indeed, samurai rule relied on a high degree of village-level self-
governance. Tokugawa-era samurai commonly left village affairs in the
hands of competent commoners, intervening only when disputes could
not be resolved locally or crossed village lines. In many regions, that com-
moner leadership leaped from the village level onto the prefectural and
national stage in the early Meiji era. Thus in 1882 in Shiga Prefecture,
fifty of fifty-two elected prefectural assemblymen were commoners. Voters
in Saitama and Gifu elected no former samurai at all. Police surveillance
reports on political activity are similar: in 1882, thirty-eight out of forty-
eight political speakers in Saitama were commoners. At the periphery,
however, samurai continued to dominate politics, especially in the south-
west. Thus, ex-samurai held twenty-two of twenty-seven elected seats in
Kochi (formerly Tosa domain), thirty-six of forty-two in Kumamoto, and
forty-three of forty-seven in Kagoshima (Satsuma domain).

That difference in the impact of ex-samurai was partly a legacy of
Tokugawa-era politics. In the early Tokugawa period, domains with smaller
samurai populations moved the majority of their retainers to central cas-
tle towns, leaving the countryside in the hands of commoners. Domains
with larger samurai populations left more samurai in rural areas, where
they displaced commoners as local leaders. Large samurai populations
thus had a multiplier effect: in Kochi, samurai were roughly 10 percent
of voters but 8o percent of the assembly. These regional differences cre-
ated a hybrid national movement. The early leadership of the opposition
was largely former samurai like Itagaki, often from the southwest, but the
membership increasingly comprised commoners across the archipelago.”

The Meiji government moved quickly both to suppress and coopt this
growing opposition movement. Invoking new press laws, it fined and
arrested journalists for criticizing the government: at least eleven were
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jailed in 1875, eighty-six in 1876, and forty-seven in 18772 The editors of
Japan’s leading journal of ideas, Meiroku Zasshi, chose to close their pub-
lication rather than self-censor to avoid arrest.®! But the government also
moved to mollify the opposition, especially Itagaki. Kido, in particular,
was eager to appease Itagaki and somehow mend the 1873 fracture. In
early 1875, the oligarchy and Itagaki agreed to a compromise: the govern-
ment would allow broader, popular participation in politics, and, in return,
Itagaki would rejoin the government. The emperor issued a decree prom-
ising “gradual” moves toward constitutional government and the govern-
ment promptly convened two deliberative assemblies: an Assembly of
Local Officials (chihokan kaigi) and a Senate (genroin).®* But the limited
mandates of those two bodies caused discord rather harmony. Could either
of these councils overturn government decrees? Draft laws of their own?
Or were they limited to submitting non-binding recommendations? How
would the two chambers interact? And how would the members of these
councils be chosen? Meetings of the Assembly of Local Officials were con-
sumed by fractious debate over how future members should be elected,
and the government dissolved the assembly after less than a month (June
20 to July 17, 1875). The Senate lasted longer but was equally discordant.
The Senate members were nominally imperial appointments, but many
were Itagaki allies, the price of Itagaki's agreement to rejoin the govern-
ment. They promptly began insisting that the Senate had investigatory
powers and could act on petitions accusing government officials of malfea-
sance. That was not the gradualist, consultative body envisioned by Kido.
In September 1875, 1t6 Hirobumi and Kido moved to sharply curtail the
power of the Senate. In response, Itagaki and his allies resigned.®

Despite its brevity, Itagaki’s rapprochement with the government gen-
erated several powerful precedents. The government committed itself
publicly to both a constitution and a national assembly. Those declara-
tions linked the Restoration to an emerging trend toward constitutional-
ism and electoral mandates, especially among rising global powers such
as the United States, Britain, and Prussia.** Within Japan, public debate
now assumed that Japan would become a constitutional monarchy and
focused on what sort of constitution was best suited to the empire. In that
environment, Itagaki expanded his political base beyond former samurai
from Tosa, drawing commoner support and establishing affiliate politi-
cal societies across Japan. Those groups were the antecedents of Japan's
peaceful democratic resistance to government autocracy.
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The collapse of the 1875 settlement also set the stage for anti-government
violence. From 1875 to 1877 the government faced a series of increasingly
fierce armed insurrections. That explosive discontent had three main
causes: a surge in the effective tax rate (due to a fall in rice prices), the
commutation of samurai stipends, and the ban on ordinary ex-samurai
wearing swords. The government placated resistance to the land tax by
lowering the tax rate, but it was more difficult to appease former sam-
urai who rejected almost all Meiji reforms. In the Shinpiren Rebellion
of October 1876, for example, the participants consulted a Shinto oracle
for the timing of their attack and used only traditional weapons, such as
swords and spears. They criticized the government for banning swords
and for its slavish imitation of “foreign barbarians” (iteki). In coordinated
attacks on October 24, the rebels killed the Kumamoto governor, the com-
mander of the Kumamoto garrison, and the garrison chief of staff, and
they seized control of the garrison itself. The rebels were routed the fol-
lowing day, but their attack inspired similar revolts in Akizuki and Hagi.
Those uprisings were quickly suppressed as well, but the government
was alarmed by the potential for a large-scale rebellion in Satsuma and, to
preempt rebellion, it dispatched troops to take control of the Kagoshima
armory. That move triggered the rebellion it was designed to forestall. The
unannounced arrival of central government troops infuriated local parti-
sans, who seized the armory themselves on January 29, 1877. Satsuma was
now effectively at war with the government it had helped to create.®

The War of the Southwest (Seinan sensd), more commonly known in
English as the Satsuma Rebellion, was unprecedented in its scale and inten-
sity. In contrast to the Saga Rebellion 0f1874, which ended as a regional skir-
mish, the War of the Southwest was a civil war. It drew nationwide interest
and support from all levels of society. Suppressing the rebellion took nine
months and required the mobilization of tens of thousands of government
troops. The tide of battle tipped decisively toward the government in April
1877, but the ultimate defeat of the rebels took an additional five months,
as they repeatedly escaped encirclement. That long retreat generated public
sympathy for the rebels, and colorful broadsheets depicted them as brave
and stalwart heroes. In order to comply with censorship laws, the text of the
broadsheets dutifully described the rebels as traitors, but the illustrations
celebrated their steadfast courage and loyalty. After looking at Japanese
print shops and their customers, the American zoologist Edward Morse
described Saigd as “the rebel chief, beloved by all Japanese.”®¢
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A primary cause of the 1877 rebellion was the government’s attack on
samurai privilege. In Satsuma, however, resistance was intensified by
unique local factors. The core of the rebel movement was the Shigakko,
a network of private military academies in Satsuma established after the
1873 Political Crisis. Most Shigakko leaders were army and navy officers
who had quit the Meiji government in support of Saigdé Takamori, and
many also held powerful positions in local government. The Shigakkd was
therefore not just a school system but also a network of political societ-
ies, and its member were influential enough to constitute a shadow gov-
ernment. That power was still further amplified by the unique status of
Kagoshima within the Meiji settlement. The prefectural governor, Oyama
Tsunayoshi, was himself a Satsuma native who was closely affiliated with
the Shigakko, and he worked to blunt the local impact of national pro-
grams such as land tax reform.¥” By late 1876, the Meiji state had already
appointed non-native governors in such powerful domains as Chésha
(Yamaguchi Prefecture) and Tosa (Kochi Prefecture), but not in Satsuma.
On the contrary, the Tokyo government was so concerned with samu-
rai resentment in Satsuma that it allowed a unique modification in the
stipend reform program. On December 1, 1876, in response to a direct
appeal from the Oyama, Tokyo announced a generous additional tier of
bonds for low-income Satsuma retainers.® That failed to stop the revolt,
but it reflects the Meiji state’s reluctance to confront Satsuma exceptional-
ism. In that sense, the War of the Southwest was a necessary final step
in the consolidation of the Meiji state. The Tokio Times accordingly com-
pared the victory of the Meiji government over Satsuma to the victory of
the Union over the Confederacy: “Widespread throughout the empire it is
accepted and appreciated, as never before, that this is one country;—not a
bundle of semi-sovereign and jealous powers, but a nation. . . . That this,
an inevitable crisis, here as in America, has been fairly met and satisfacto-
rily adjusted is matter for congratulation.”®

But the War of the Southwest was far more than a single domain’s reac-
tionary defense of samurai privilege. It drew widespread support from
proponents of “samurai populism.” In Kumamoto, for example, the reb-
els were supported by a group of activists called the “Popular Rights Party”
(Minkentod). The group began in 1874 as a school with an eclectic curric-
ulum. Readings included translations of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Social
Contract and Montesquieu’s The Spirit of the Laws, but in the evening,
students focused on military drills, such as fencing and the evacuation of
wounded comrades. When the Minkentd leaders learned of the uprising in
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Kagoshima, they gathered secretly and began making their own ammuni-
tion out of fishing weights and kitchenware. They renamed their group the
“Communal Action Brigade” (Ky6dotai) and described their aims in a group
oath: “Above, we will purge [the government] of villainous officials, below, we
will ease the suffering of the farmers, at home we will preserve the people’s
rights (minken), and abroad we will expand the nation’s rights (kokken).”*
That oath was a succinct distillation of “samurai populism,” an impassioned
fusion of samurai pride, noblesse oblige, and natural rights doctrine.

In Tosa, some members of Itagakis Risshisha, planned to overthrow
the Tokyo government in support of the rebellion. Their conspiracy was
discovered in August and over forty men were sent to prison. The leaders
of the plot were “modernizers” and proponents of key Meiji government
reforms, not simple samurai reactionaries. Mutsu Munemitsu, for exam-
ple, had worked on land tax reform before quitting the government in 1873.
During his five-year prison sentence for treason, he worked on translating
Jeremy Bentham’s Utilitarianism into Japanese.”! Rehabilitated after prison,
he served as ambassador to the United States and foreign minister. Oe Taku
was a judge before his arrest and imprisonment. After a twelve-year prison
sentence, he reentered politics and won election to the new Diet in 1890,
and today he is best known for his opposition to bonded labor and his advo-
cacy on behalf of the eta and hinin. He was also active in business and served
as president of the Tokyo Stock Exchange. Hayashi Yuizo was sentenced to
ten years in prison, but he also reentered politics and eventually served as
minister of communications and as minister of agriculture and commerce.

These men had little in common with the sword-wielding, oracle-
consulting samurai of the Shinparen, so what drove them to attempt an
armed insurrection? They did not draft a manifesto, but an 1890 biogra-
phy of Oe declared that he hoped to fulfill the imperial Charter Oath and to
“establish constitutional government.” They resorted to force only because
the autocracy of the Okubo administration foreclosed other forms of polit-
ical change.?? The Japan Daily Herald voiced that same sentiment when it
described the War of the Southwest as a move toward democracy: “There
is now such an almost universal feeling throughout the country in favor
of popular representation, that any further attempt to crush it would prob-
ably only result in future troubles.” If the government were to “relax the
bonds which now bind the people, to lay the foundation of liberty of the
press, and to give the populace some share, however slight, in the govern-
ment of the country, the late outbreak—much as it is to be deplored—will
have worked for good.””
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The disparate anti-government movements of 1877 were also connected
by the larger than life persona of Saigo Takamori. Saigd had long enjoyed
an almost religious following among Satsuma samurai, especially impe-
rial loyalists. Tradition-minded samurai considered him to be a paragon of
warrior virtue: frugal, incorruptible, honorable, and unquestionably loyal.
He rejected Western dress except for his military uniform and favored sim-
ple cotton kimonos over frock coats. But Saigd’s vision of Japan went well
beyond a defense of tradition. His approach to the Shigakks, for example,
suggests that he was hoping to transform the samurai estate into a self-
reliant yeomanry. At the school directly patronized by Saigd, the Yoshino
Kaikonsha, students read Chinese classical texts and practiced military
drills, but they also raised their own food crops, such as millet and Japanese
sweet potatoes. While many of the Shigakkd were fiercely xenophobic,
Saigd recruited foreign language teachers and invited a British physician
to Kagoshima, the Satsuma castle town, to teach medicine. Scattered in
Saigd’s aphorisms and poems was a vision of the samurai as frugal, coura-
geous, self-reliant young patriots who could thrive even when stripped of
their hereditary income and authority. That vision was capacious enough
to enthrall both advocates of constitutional government and defenders of
the samurai tradition. Woodblock tabloids conveyed that ethos by creating
the phrase “a new government, rich in virtue” (shinsei kétoku) and depict-
ing it on rebel banners. In point of fact, there were no such pennants, but
the phrase captured the duality of Saigd’s appeal. For his supporters, Saigo
represented the best of the old and the new: the opportunities and free-
doms of the Meiji era with the comforts of Confucian noblesse oblige.”*

The War of the Southwest ended on September 24, 1877, when Saigo
and several of his loyal lieutenants died in a suicide march into enemy fire.
The defeat of the rebels marked the end of domestic military challenges to
the Meiji state. For men like Itagaki, the choice was abundantly clear: chal-
lenging the government through words might be futile, but challenging
it through arms was fatal. Victory on the battlefield was a triumph for
the Okubo administration, and it left Okubo as the single most powerful
member of the government. But Okubo himself had less than a year to
steer the Meiji state: on May 17, 1878, he was assassinated by six former
samurai. The assassins are sometimes described as “disgruntled shizoku,”
a phrase that is woefully incomplete.”” Their manifesto was replete with
reference to popular rights and democratic principles as well as samurai
valor. They criticized the government for obstructing public debate and for
suppressing the people’s rights. Since securing civil rights was essential
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to national honor, the Okubo administration’s autocracy was leading the
nation to ruin. By murdering a villain such as Okubo, and then surrender-
ing to the police, the assassins claimed to be offering their own lives in the
name of the 1868 Oath and 1875 imperial edict.”® Rather than simply look
to the past, the assassins repositioned a traditional samurai vendetta in
the new language of popular rights. Such radical nostalgia was central to
the Meiji Restoration, invoked both by political leaders and their assassins.

The End of the Revolution

The assassination of Okubo created a power vacuum within the Meiji gov-
ernment. On a personal level, the three giants of the Restoration (Kido,
Saigd, and Okubo) were now all gone. Kido had died in May 1877 after
a long decline from tuberculosis, Saigd in the War of the Southwest,
and then Okubo by assassination. Those deaths created a bitter struggle
for power within the Meiji elite. Okubo’s death, in particular, raised the
question of who would steer Japanese civil affairs. Okubo had arrogated
enormous power to himself as head of the Home Ministry. That agency,
created after the 1873 Political Crisis, had broad authority over domestic
policy, including economic development, public works, communications,
policing, local government, and the household registration system. Its
sprawling portfolio thus encroached on the authority of the ministries
of finance, justice, and industry. With Okubo’s death, the home ministry
portfolio passed to Ito Hirobumi, consolidating his rising position within
the government.

[to’s rise was particularly threatening to Okuma Shigenobu, who found
both his policies and his person under threat. As a former samurai from
Saga, Okuma felt isolated by the growing exclusiveness of the Satsuma-
Choshi clique, and he was besieged on policy questions as well. Okuma
had eagerly promoted the Okubo administration’s economic development
policies, but those came under challenge after the War of the Southwest.
Military expenses had swelled the government’s budget deficit and begun
to undermine the value of the yen. Basic commodity prices began surging
in 1879, and by 1880 the cost of rice was double its 1877 price. Key finance
officials, such as Inoue Kaoru and Matsukata Masayoshi, insisted that a
balanced budget was the answer. Okuma acknowledged the problem of
inflation, but he insisted that it was due to a trade deficit and a shortage of
specie: the government had printed ¥20 million in unconvertible currency
to finance the war. He suggested that Japan borrow specie internationally
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in order to buy back its unconvertible currency and that it repay the loan
with the proceeds from increased taxes. Although Okuma held the port-
folio of finance minister, he was nonetheless forced into a compromise.
In late 1880, he agreed to a plan to reduce expenditures by selling off gov-
ernment assets. That compromise effectively reversed Okuma’s policy of
directly promoting industrial development.”

The government was also divided over the looming question of a con-
stitution and a national assembly. It had promised the “gradual” devel-
opment of constitutional government in 1875, and that process was
accelerated by popular pressure. After the failure of armed resistance
in 1877, the Risshisha focused on extending its membership beyond
Kochi and creating a national organization. At two large national meet-
ings in March and October 1880, the party voted to initiate a mass move-
ment for constitutional government. They created a new organization,
the Association for a National Assembly, which would coordinate with
local political societies: arranging speaking tours, disseminating news,
and helping local groups draft their own constitutions. The Association
scheduled a follow-up meeting for October 1881, which would serve as a
national constitutional convention. Those moves generated an explosion
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of popular political activity, including scores of constitutions drafted by
local activists.”

The government responded by trying to coopt Fukuzawa Yukichi, a
prominent intellectual. Fukuzawa had been seeking government support
for his school, the Keioé Gijuku (now Keié University), and jobs for his
graduates. Many of his students had, in fact, been employed by the finance
minister under the patronage of Inoue and Okuma. In early 1881, the
government proposed that Fukuzawa run a new government-sponsored
newspaper, the precursor to the Jiji Shinps, and use his influence to pro-
mote the oligarchy’s vision of constitutional government. Fukuzawa ini-
tially demurred, but agreed once he was assured that the government’s
plans included an elected assembly.”

The government also tried to agree internally on a constitution, but
those discussions intensified tensions within the oligarchy. It6 and Inoue
Kaoru both acknowledged the need for an elected assembly but thought
that its powers should be primarily passive. It6 hoped that the assembly
would assuage popular discontent by allowing the people to “observe and
confirm the exactness of national finance.” Through observation, the peo-
ple would gain “maturity and experience” and they might “gradually” be
allowed to participate more substantively in public affairs. Initially, how-
ever, no elected assembly should “interfere” with governmental affairs.!®
Okuma, by contrast, suggested the early creation of a powerful elected
assembly that would form a government and determine national policy.
Instead of lofty notions of national unity, he insisted on the benefits of open
rivalry between political parties. Instead of “gradual” progress toward an
assembly, he suggested that elections be held by 1882. 1t6 was stunned by
this proposal and attacked it as reckless, radical, and unsuited to Japan.®!

Tensions within the oligarchy were further inflamed by a corruption
scandal. As part of its anti-inflationary policies, the government decided
to sell the Hokkaido Colonial Bureau's sprawling portfolio of investments.
Since the bureau’s business projects were running large deficits, selling
off the bureau’s assets would help balance the budget, but the terms of
the sale reeked of collusion and malfeasance. Kuroda Kiyotaka, the bureau
head, arranged to sell its properties to a friend and fellow ex-samurai from
Satsuma, Godai Tomoatsu, for only ¥300,000, although the government
had spent over ¥14 million purchasing and developing the properties. The
deal even included a thirty-year zero-interest loan. When the terms of the
sale were announced in July 1881, the press seized on the story as evi-
dence of the government’s contempt for its own people. To the dismay
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of the government, criticism was not limited to opposition newspapers.
Normally pro-government dailies such as the Yabin Hochi Shinbun and
the Tokyé Nichi Nichi Shinbun faulted the government for its “oligarchic”
ways. The opposition seized on the scandal as tangible evidence of gov-
ernment misconduct and began holding large public protests. In August
1881, for example, the Tokyo Yokohama Mainichi Shinbun staged a rally ata
major kabuki theater and sold thousands of tickets. Despite the sweltering
summer heat, people stood in line for hours for a chance to hear famous
political activists denounce the government. Amid this storm of criticism,
Okuma’s objection to the sale made him an opposition hero. Editorial car-
toons depicted the debate over the sale as a battle between Kuroda and
Okuma, with Okuma as an advocate of “the people’s rights.” Okuma’s
rivals were already disturbed by his radical proposal for a constitution, so
this surge in public acclaim deepened their suspicion and animosity.'*?

The 1881 Political Crisis was a distinctly modern political struggle,
involving the mass media and corporations as well as a clash of power-
ful personalities. The exact details remain murky, but one theory is that
Okuma hoped to use his popularity to enhance his position within the
oligarchy, perhaps forcing out rivals such as Ito. An alternative theory is
that It6, Kuroda, Inoue Kaoru, and Inoue Kowashi saw Okuma’s popu-
larity as a threat and chose to force him from the government. Inoue
Kowashi, an Okubo protégé and chief secretary of the Council of State
(dajokan daishokikan), seems to have spread rumors that Okuma was part
of a vast conspiracy involving opposition newspapers, Fukuzawa Yukichi,
and the Mitsubishi Company. Those accusations lacked solid evidence
but had the virtue of plausibility. Mitsubishi would logically have opposed
the sale of government assets to a potential rival, Godai's Kansai Trading
Company (Kansai boekisha). And many of Fukuzawa’s students and sup-
porters worked for opposition newspapers and for Mitsubishi, which was
in turn subsidizing opposition newspapers. Further, because Mitsubishi
was based in Tosa, while Godai was from Satsuma, the rivalry between the
two companies intensified lingering suspicions that the government was
narrowing to a Satsuma-Chosha clique. In this instance, new business
rivalries coincided with old domain rivalries. Even more than a century
later it remains unclear whether Okuma was hoping to oust It6 or whether
such rumors were actually part of Itd’s campaign against Okuma.'®> What
is certain is that the conflict drew in new and newly politicized forces:
newspapers, political societies, public intellectuals, and business interests.
As such, the conflict was Japan’s first modern political crisis.
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Okuma’s opponents in the government moved decisively to block his
ambitions. On October 11 they met to demand his resignation, and he
stepped down the following day, citing poor health. Dozens of his sup-
porters resigned in solidarity, including the minister of agriculture and
commerce (Kono Togawa) and the director of the railway bureau (Maejima
Hisoka).!* The government also canceled the sale of the Hokkaido
Colonization Bureau’s assets to the Kansai Trading Company. Finally, the
government released an imperial decree, promising a constitution and an
elected assembly by 1890. That decree served both to placate the opposi-
tion and to reassert government control over the nature of the constitution.
Japan’s constitution would be drafted by the oligarchy, not by dissidents
like Okuma and his allies.

Those actions marked the end of the Meiji Revolution. The foreign cri-
sis of the 1850s and 1860s had produced a fierce contest over how to defend
and legitimize the Japanese state. That clash of visions and ideals had gen-
erated the ebullient revolutionary turmoil of the early Meiji era transfor-
mation. The 1881 Political Crisis, however, marked a decisive narrowing
of political choices. Instead of rapid and radical change, the Meiji state
was now decisively committed to gradualism. Japan would challenge the
unequal treaties and build its own colonial empire, but only after decades
of economic development and domestic reform. The people would have a
voice in their government, but that, too, would be part of a gradual state-
directed process. The government would fulfill its 1881 promise of a consti-
tution, but that document would be drafted in secret by It6 Hirobumi and
presented to the Japanese people in 1889 as a gift from the emperor. While
cognizant of popular discontent, the state officially treated popular consti-
tutional drafts as irrelevant and illegitimate. Once promulgated, the 1889
constitution remained, unaltered and unamended, as Japan's supreme
national law until 1947. Further, the government codified key elements of
state power, such as civil service regulations, the national police, and the
cabinet system before presenting the constitution and convening the first
Diet. Prewar Japanese democracy thus developed within the structures of
state power established in the 188os.

At the same time, the crisis helped solidify the two most effective and
durable forms of opposition. First, the crisis confirmed the power of an
activist press and mass mobilization. Through editorials, lectures, and ral-
lies, the Japanese people had forced a decisive shift in the nature of the
state. That was unprecedented. Popular protests had long forced minor
changes in government policy, such as tax reductions. But the 1881 Political
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Crisis produced a new ambit of legitimate dissent: the people could pub-
licly contest the very structures of the state. The Japanese oligarchy could
have deployed the army or the police to crush the protests, but it was
constrained by both Confucian and Western notions of tyranny. Having
faulted the shogunate for despotism, the Meiji oligarchy was loath to rep-
licate that vice by eliminating opposition voices. The desire to look “civi-
lized” in Western eyes also inveighed against the massive and arbitrary
arrest of dissidents. The Japanese government’s quest to wield authoritar-
ian power, without an overt reliance on state violence, would become a
defining feature of Meiji politics.

Second, the crisis produced political parties as an effective and durable
force. Galvanized by the success of opposition rallies, Itagaki recast his
political organization as the Liberal Party (Jiytitd) while Okuma and his
allies formed the Constitutional Progressive Party (Rikken Kaishinto).
Japan now had two former government officials leading opposition
groups, which lent political parties a new air of legitimacy. Activist news-
papers and political parties would have been unthinkable, as well as illegal,
a mere fifteen years before. Parties would have been crushed as cabals and
newspapers smothered by censorship. By the 1880s, however, the partisan
denunciation of government policy, complete with detailed counterpro-
posals, had become a normal part of political life.

Beyond these continuities with later Japanese history, the Crisis of 1881
is a striking example of global isomorphism. Increasingly embedded in
a new international order, the Japanese polity came to resemble its for-
eign partners and rivals. In 1860, for example, it would have been absurd
to compare the Meiji emperor to his approximate contemporary Queen
Victoria. Until the late 1860s, the Japanese emperor was essentially invis-
ible to his people, and Japan was a relatively isolated agrarian economy.
Britain was a major imperial power, while Japan was besieged by impe-
rialism. By end of their reigns, however, the comparison seemed sensi-
ble. Both monarchs reigned over constitutional monarchies with overseas
empires. The two sovereigns had presided over massive expansions of the
popular franchise while at the same time enjoying increases in monarchi-
cal prestige. Queen Victoria had become empress of India while also over-
seeing an expansion of suffrage through the Reform Act 0f 1867. The Meiji
emperor opened the first European-style parliament in Asia and oversaw
the colonization of Taiwan and Korea. Both monarchs presided over mas-
sive and rapid industrialization and the ensuing social dislocations. Both
monarchs served, to an unprecedented degree, as national symbols and
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their anniversaries and funerals became moments of national commemo-
ration. In both countries, a new level of loyalty to the throne helped dissi-
pate social tensions.

Japan and Britain became similar because they were part of common
global processes and developed similar answers to similar questions.
Practically, how did a modern monarch mobilize his or her subjects?
How much was by emancipation and how much by indoctrination?
Conceptually, what made a specific group of people a nation? What types of
racial, cultural, or linguistic similarities constituted the British or Japanese
nation? And what constituted a legitimate empire? How could one nation-
state justify its control over another people? Japan’s confrontation with
those global questions is often described as “modernization” or “moder-
nity,” but that approach fails to acknowledge that global isomorphism was
not a uniquely modern process. In the 6oos and 700s, Japan, Tang China,
and the kingdoms of the Korean peninsula grew more alike as they fought
for and against each other. That ancient process of isomorphism was most
certainly not “modernization,” but it anticipated modern patterns of global
isomorphism. Nor can the Meiji-era adaptation of global best practice be
summarized as “Westernization.” By the end of the Meiji era it seemed
as though global isomorphism might require a reverse importation of
models back from Japan. Advocates of “national efficiency” argued that
Britain should emulate Japan in order to stem its decline.® One of the
most imaginative examples of that new assessment of Japan was H. G.
Wells’s Modern Utopia, in which a “voluntary nobility,” known as “samu-
rai,” rule a utopian society on a distant planet.’® In similar fashion, Robert
Baden-Powell, founder of the Boy Scout movement, extolled the Japanese
as models of modern patriotism and self-sacrifice.!”” Japan, it seemed, had
built a nation-state worthy of British esteem and emulation.

Participants in Meiji politics did not describe their experience as
global isomorphism, but they did make sense of their world through the
tropes of cosmopolitan chauvinism and radical nostalgia. After 1881, for
example, national political debate was no longer over whether to base a
Japanese constitution on Western models but over which Western model
to adapt: Prussian, English, or French. But that debate built on a robust
discourse in which desirable Western norms were understood as universal
values. As [td observed in his 1881 discussion of a constitution, “the cur-
rent political crisis” is driven by “global trends” (udai no fiiki) and is not
unique to any single country or land.'*® As part of that global discourse on
sovereign power, Japan would naturally look to international best practice.
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How did the most successful countries in the world become economically
rich and militarily strong? How did they balance monarchical authority
with civil rights?

At the same time, the 1881 Political Crisis highlighted the power of
radical nostalgia to legitimize political reforms. The October 12 imperial
decree announcing a national assembly looked to the future by invoking
the ancient past. The creation of a constitutional monarchy (rikken seitai)
was described both as the emperor’s legacy for future generations and a
continuation of twenty-five centuries of imperial rule. Gradual progress
toward a constitution was, according to the edict, part of a well-consid-
ered plan that including the creation of the Senate in 1875 and prefec-
tural assemblies in 1878. While a national assembly was a new form of
government, adaptability was one of the many august traditions of the
imperial rule, so an assembly was fully consonant with imperial tradi-
tion. Under radical nostalgia, nothing was more traditional than this new
form of government. But since the emperor himself had committed to this
grand project, it was essential that his people avoid destructive chatter and
idle speculation. Closing with a reference to the ancient Chinese Book of
Documents (Ch. Shujing), the emperor ordered his subjects to be patient
while he clarified for posterity illustrious principles of governance. That
was a thinly veiled command to stop submitting draft constitutions while
the government pondered how best to explain constitutional monarchy in
terms of ancient imperial practice."” For decades, such radical nostalgia
had been invoked to stoke the fires of the Meiji Revolution. The revolution-
aries of the 1860s had called upon tradition to undermine the shogunate
and create a boldly new regime. In 1881, however, those same tropes were
deployed to bring that revolution to a close.



Conclusion

WHERE DOES THE Meiji Restoration fit in the broad sweep of Japanese
history? The common adjectives of “Westernizing” and “modernizing”
capture one face of the Restoration. Meiji-era reformers remade Japanese
institutions based largely on Western models, transforming everything
from haircuts to criminal law. The goal was to legitimize Japan in a new
and challenging international order. But a focus of “Westernization” and
“modernization” misses how the Restoration was, both implicitly and
explicitly, a recapitulation of ancient policies. Threatened by the Tang
Empire, the ancient Japanese imperial court sought to situate itself as a
legitimate power within the Chinese interstate system. That goal involved
not only military defense but also a broader cultural and philosophical
project: creating a Japanese polity that would be recognized as “civilized”
across the region. To that end, the ancient Japanese state borrowed ideas,
technologies, and rituals from the continent. Even while borrowing ideas
from China, the Nara and Heian courts insisted on Japanese distinctive-
ness, but they did so within a political and philosophical framework that
originated in China.

The Meiji Restoration, over a millennium later, was a parallel process.
In “restoring” the emperor to his ancient glory, Meiji leaders sought to win
broad international recognition for the Japanese state. As in the 600s and
700s, statesmen were concerned with a military threat: how could Japan
resist a powerful and expansionist empire? In the 18c0s, however, that for-
eign threat was not Tang China but Western imperialism. Nonetheless, the
Japanese response again fused cultural borrowing with an emphasis on
local distinctiveness. The Japanese emperor was restyled both as a coun-
terpart to European monarchs and as a descendant of the Sun Goddess,
and thereby cosmopolitan but also unique in the world. The construction
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of the Meiji state explicitly harkened back to ancient precedents while
embracing modern Western social and political practices.

Considered in this long sweep of millennia rather than decades,
Japanese political history reveals some unexpected continuities. There are
strange parallels, for example, between Japanese political involvements
on the Korean peninsula in the seventh and twenty-first centuries. In the
660s, Japan and China backed rival polities on the Korean peninsula: the
nascent Yamato state was allied with Paekche and Tang China supported
Silla. Some thirteen centuries later, Japan and China are again backing
rival Korean states: the People’s Republic of China (PRC) is allied with the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) while Japan supports the
Republic of Korea (ROK). Both alliances are strained. Cooperation between
the ROK and Japan is painful and politically fraught because of Japan’s
colonial control over Korea from 1905 to 1945. In 2012, for example, the
formal ratification of an agreement on intelligence sharing was postponed
because of a long-standing dispute over so-called “comfort women.” The
two governments disagree over whether and how many Korean women
were forced into prostitution by the Japanese Army. As a result, Japanese-
ROK cooperation is officially conducted through the United States as a
common ally. Thus, the Japanese military has “observer” status when the
United States and the ROK conduct military exercises, and Japan and
the ROK share military intelligence through the United States. ROK and
Japanese military forces also train together, but on neutral ground, like
Alaska.! Since 2014, the three parties have referred to their cooperation as
the “US-Japan-ROK Trilateral.” On the other side, the PRC-DPRK alliance
was once united by a communist vision of human progress, but since the
1980s the two sides have diverged. The PRC is now a market-oriented
one-party state, while the DPRK has created a distinctive combination of
Confucian monarchy, economic autarky, and neo-Stalinist surveillance.
The DPRK routinely resists PRC prodding to de-escalate its confrontation
with the ROK and to introduce economic reforms. North Korea is thus as
troublesome an ally as was Silla, which unified the peninsula with Tang
help but then attacked and drove out Chinese forces.

At the same time, there are stark differences in these parallel geopolit-
ical struggles. In the twenty-first century, political alliances are described
in language that originated in modern Europe. Thus, press releases from
the Japanese Ministry of Self-Defense refer to United Nations resolutions,
“international society” (kokusai shakai), “collective security” (kyotsi no
anzen hosho), and “objectivity.”? Such language was not, of course, a part of
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Yamato-Paekche cooperation in the 600s. Seventh-century discourse was a
thoroughly Chinese in origin, even as Paekche and Yamato jointly opposed
Tang China. In period discourse, joint military operations were not based
on an alliance of equals but on a hierarchy of monarchs bound by tributary
ties. Ancient Japanese and Korean sources agree on that conceptual frame-
work even as they disagree on which ancient monarchs were superior.®

That shift in language is both an artifact of global isomorphism and
a legacy of Western imperialism. The modern international system
originated in a European discourse of international relations. It became
a global language of politics through European conquest and coloniza-
tion. Thus, the ubiquity of phrases such as “international cooperation” in
modern discourse reflects a legacy of Western political dominance. The
United Nations, for example, is nominally made up of equally sovereign
nation-states, and public discussion among these distinct but equal states
is supposed to lead to cooperation and then peace.* Prior to Western impe-
rialism, diplomats in Beijing, Edo, or Seoul would have scoffed at this
emphasis on equality and discussion, either as an ideal or a conceit. For
them, a hierarchy of sovereigns was part of a moral order. Western imperi-
alism crushed those East Asian norms of international conduct.

Modern “universal” institutions like the United Nations are actually part of
a long Western tradition of maintaining international order, beginning with
the Peace of Westphalia and running through the Congress of Vienna and
the League of Nations. All these institutions and agreements were shaped
by a series of tensions. First is a tension between equality and difference:
all nation-states are equally sovereign polities, but as separate nation-states
they must also be ethnically distinct from each other. Second is a tension
between equality and hierarchy: the modern international system extols both
the equality of all nation-states and the superiority of great powers.

Many of these tensions are made visible in public rituals, such as the
display of flags. According to UN regulations, national flags are all of iden-
tical size and shape, although the UN flag flies above the rest. This display
reflects a central principle of the modern international order: the equal
sovereignty of all states. All states are, at least in theory, equal in their
rights, and their flags are, therefore, equal in size and shape. The com-
mon shape of world flags is a vivid example of the normative and symbolic
force of global isomorphism. There is no military or technological advan-
tage to a rectangular flag, but it marks membership in an international
community. But equal size and shape does not mean the same. On the
contrary, the flags serve to differentiate countries through their different
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emblems. The iconography of each flag purportedly reveals its country’s
distinct national history and culture. Thus the fifty stars and thirteen
stripes of the United States flag reflect the growth of the union, while
the British Union Jack is a blend of the Cross of St. George (England),
the Cross of St. Andrew (Scotland), and the Cross of St. Patrick (Ireland).
The Japanese “sun-mark” flag (Nisshoki) echoes the literal meaning of the
word Nihon (Japanese for Japan) as the “origin of the sun,” or “land of the
rising sun.” On the UN’s supposedly neutral field of flags, Koranic verse
(Saudi Arabia) can co-exist with the Star of David (Israel), Daoist trigrams
(ROK), and the communist star (China). The flags are thus all different
but in a strictly regulated way.®

The structure of the United Nations also reveals a tension between
equality and hierarchy. With its emphasis on the equality of nation-states,
the United Nations is superficially hostile to empires. At the same time,
it accords special status to five current and former empires as permanent
members of the Security Council. Those five nations represent the victo-
rious coalition in World War II, but also five great imperial powers: the
United States, the United Kingdom, the USSR/Russia, France, and China.
That special elite status reflects a long-standing belief that the mainte-
nance of international order requires the intervention of great powers and
empires. Thus, to paraphrase George Orwell, all nations are equal, but
some are more equal than others.’

The global dominance of this Western vision of political power reflects,
on the one hand, the “Rise of the West.” For millennia, Japan, China, and
Korea made war and peace within a common discourse based on classical
Chinese texts, Confucian norms of conduct, and Buddhist visions of vir-
tue. Those ideas and values now seem part of a remote past. The triumph
of the Western international system is so thorough that Chinese, Japanese,
and Korean officials discuss their own past in Western terms. Consider,
for example, the current dispute between Japan, Taiwan, and China over
the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands. The Japanese government insists that the
islands were first discovered by a Japanese survey in 1885. There were no
overt markers of sovereignty on the islands before 1885, so the Roman
legal principle of terra nullius or “nobody’s land” applied: the islands
were free for the taking. In order to stake an official claim to the islands,
the Japanese government erected a monument on one of the islands
in 1895. This approach to sovereignty marks how thoroughly the Meiji
state had adapted to European notions of law and territoriality. Under
the Tokugawa order it would have been absurd to suggest that state
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sovereignty required dispatching government agents to place markers on
uninhabited peripheral islands.?

Chinese counter-arguments are equally anachronistic. The Chinese
government insists that navigational records and log books from as early
as the 1300s denote the islands as Chinese. But such readings assume a
level of clarity and exactitude foreign to those documents. As Peter Bol has
observed, prior to Western influence, Chinese cartographers were largely
unconcerned with the exact depiction of uninhabited, peripheral territo-
ries. Detailed Chinese maps and gazetteers go back to at least the third
century BCE, but they were designed to mark zones of jurisdiction rather
than exact spatial boundaries. Government maps told local officials “which
settlements fell under [their] jurisdiction and what property was held by
the inhabitants of those settlements.”® The absolute boundaries of terri-
tories without people were unimportant. As in Japan, exact maps depict-
ing frontiers were imperialist projects, created largely in competition with
modern European empires.?

These disputes thus reveal a complete triumph of a “modern,”
“Western” sense of space and power over East Asian “tradition.” As such,
it has displaced one of the great diplomatic achievements of early-modern
Northeast Asia: how the Qing, Tokugawa, and Sho avoided an explicit con-
test over sovereignty. Rather than trumpet their conquest of Ryukyu in
1609, the Tokugawa chose an opposite strategy. They concealed evidence
of Japanese control lest China stop its trade missions to Ryukyu. The
Ming and Qing chose to indulge this conceit. Today, however, Chinese and
Japanese state agents actively ignore this legacy in order to find, in early
modern documents, explicit and exclusive claims to sovereign power.

In similar fashion, Japan and South Korea are locked in a sovereignty
dispute over a cluster of barely habitable rocks. The “islands” are known
in Japanese as Takeshima, in Korean as Tokto, and somewhat neutrally
as the Liancourt Rocks. Although the islands have only two permanent
residents (subsidized by the Republic of Korea to support its territorial
claim), and total less than 0.2 square kilometers (0.07 sq. miles), the ques-
tion of sovereignty has become a source of public friction between Tokyo
and Seoul. In the mass media, the dispute has become entangled with the
legacy of the Japanese colonial empire in Korea, and nationalists on both
sides have pushed their claims with increasingly bellicose rhetoric. Like
the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands dispute, the Takeshima/Tokto dispute breaks
with an early modern East Asian practice of looking past such questions.
The Tokugawa and Chosdn governments tolerated each other’s differing
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opinions on the sovereignty of Tsushima, an island more than 3,500 times
larger than Takeshima/Tokto. The two governments had no interest in
arguing over barren rocks. The rules of modern, Western, “international
society,” however, hinge on exact borders and connect control over rocks
to economic and military power. According to the 1994 UN Convention on
the Law of the Sea, sovereignty over the islands will determine the extent
of the two countries’ Exclusive Economic Zones, so political control over
the rocks will affect fishing rights and access to possible undersea fields of
gas hydrate, a potential source of natural gas."

This conceptual hegemony of the Western international order con-
tinues despite predictions to the contrary. In the 199o0s, the political sci-
entist Samuel Huntington confidently predicted that a relative decline
in Western military and economic power would lead to a concomitant
retreat of Western political ideas. That, in turn, would lead to a “Clash of
Civilizations,” most markedly a clash between “the West and the rest.”
With the end of the Cold War, he observed, “the great divisions among
humankind and the dominating source of conflict will be cultural.” Thus,
cultural differences between the United States and Japan would weaken
the US-Japan military alliance, while East Asia would grow more uni-
fied under its common Confucian heritage. China would emerge as the
leader of a Confucian alliance and, more broadly, the leader of a massive
Confucian-Islamic alliance against the West. That alliance would chal-
lenge “Western interests, values and power” as part of a struggle between
“the West and the rest.”!?

These proclamations were debated in earnest, but they now seem
almost comically wrong. China is not allied with Islam against the
“West”; on the contrary, it is fighting against an Islamic movement in
Xinjiang. The PRC is desperately attempting to create a vision of Uighur
ethnic identity that is supportive of Beijing rather than affiliated with
pan-Islamic ideals. The PRC describes that fight not as a rejection of
the “Western” value of religious liberty but as cooperation in the equally
Western “war on terror.” The US-Japanese alliance has grown stronger,
not weaker, in the face of Chinese military and economic growth. There is
no evidence of regional solidarity, against the West or anything else. The
resurgence of Chinese economic and military power has not led China,
Japan, and Korea to renegotiate their international relations in terms of
Confucian kingship or to describe trade treaties as part of imperial tribute
missions. East Asia has grown rich and powerful within the European
international order.
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Reflecting on the long sweep of Japanese history, this is unsurpris-
ing. There is no reason to assume that Western values should overlap
with Western power or Western interests. Put simply, imperial ide-
ologies can long outlive empires. For many centuries, before modern
imperialism, the hegemony of the Chinese international order thrived
independently of the vicissitudes of Chinese imperial power.”* The col-
lapse of the Tang in 9o7 did not result in a widespread rejection across
East Asia of Chinese attitudes toward political power and legitimacy.
On the contrary, those ideas were reproduced in the absence of Chinese
power. In the 1200s, for example, when the Mongol empire threatened
to invade Japan, it conveyed its intentions through classical Chinese
discourse. The Mongols were not ethnically Chinese but Central Asian
nomads, and they explicitly declared their ethnic difference. Their
invasion fleet was not Chinese but comprised Mongol horsemen
and impressed Korea sailors. But the Mongols did not think to assert
a distinctly Mongol view of empire or to write in Japanese, Mongol,
or Korean. Rather, they described their ascendant empire in classical
Chinese terms, with references to the ancient sages, the “mandate of
heaven,” and the duties of loyal subjects to legitimate sovereigns.™
Similarly, when Toyotomi Hideyoshi aspired to conquer the Ming in
the 1590s, he did not reject Chinese conceptions of power. In his official
epistle to the Chosdn throne, he couched his megalomania in terms of
classical Confucian and Buddhist virtues. In Japan, he had “nurtured the
farmers,” shown compassion for the bereaved, and brought his people
prosperity. He was thus morally entitled to dominate the world. These
Chinese “values” were so abstracted from Chinese imperial power that
Hideyoshi could invoke them when challenging the Ming." In this way,
for centuries, Chinese attitudes toward empire were dissociated from
Chinese imperial power."

The Meiji Restoration is a stark instance of this process of reproduc-
tion and cooptation, but in the face of Western imperialism. Restoration
leaders and activists embraced “Western” ideas precisely because they
could be disembodied from their Western origins and adopted as uni-
versal values. Rather than struggle with a stark choice between “the
West” and “Japan,” they refashioned Japan as a distinct and legitimate
polity within the Western world order. That process required a redis-
covery of Japanese uniqueness. To celebrate Japan as a nation-state,
writers and activists looked to the glories of the ancient imperial court.
Becoming “modern” thus meant extolling Japanese “tradition.” Much
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historical writing effaces this process by invoking the dual dichoto-
mies of “Japan” versus “the West” and “modern”/“modernity” versus
“tradition.” The revolutionary force of the Meiji Revolution came from
an opposite set of convictions: the resolute sense that the ancient past
could guide the future and that universal truths could enhance and
advance local virtues.
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2&; and Duara, Rescuing History from the Nation: Questioning Narratives of Modern
China, 17-50.

CHAPTER 1
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calls for a “pluralization” of “globalization.” See Justin Jennings, Globalizations
and the Ancient World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), esp. 1-3,
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For a counter-argument and a defense of globalization as a singular phenom-
enon, see Jurgen Osterhammel, “Globalizations,” in The Oxford Handbook of
World History, ed. Jerry H. Bentley (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011). In
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(Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 2000).



222

3.

w1

10.

Notes to pages 19—23

There were diplomatic exchanges between Japanese polities and the Asian
mainland from at least 57 cg, but the intensity of trade and cultural exchange
surged in the sixth century. For the historiography of early contacts, see Joshua
A. Fogel, Articulating the Sinosphere: Sino-Japanese Relations in Space and Time
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009), 7-13; Joshua A. Fogel,
“2011 Arthur O. Lovejoy Lecture “The Gold Seal of 57 CE and the Afterlife of an
Inanimate Object,” Journal of the History of Ideas 73, no. 3 (2012).

Bruce L. Batten, “Foreign Threat and Domestic Reform: The Emergence of the
Ritsuryo State,” Monumenta Nipponica 41, no. 2 (1980).

Fogel, Articulating the Sinosphere, 22—206.

The standard study of Hideyoshi in English is Mary Elizabeth Berry, Hideyoshi
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982). For the limits of Hideyoshi's
land surveys, see Phillip C. Brown, Central Authority and Local Autonomy
in the Formation of Early Modern Japan: The Case of Kaga Domain (Stanford,
CA: Stanford University Press, 1993).

Richard von Glahn, “Myth and Reality of China’s Seventeenth-Century Monetary
Crisis,” Journal of Economic History 56, no. 2 (19906): 432—436; Dennis O. Flynn
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ory of structuration and social reproduction. As Giddens observes, “Structure
is not to be equated with constraints but is always both constraining and ena-
bling.” See Anthony Giddens, The Constitution of Society (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1984), 25. For a brief, but lively summary, see Anthony Giddens
and Christopher Pierson, Conversations with Anthony Giddens: Making Sense of
Modernity (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1998), 75-93.
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Abe Masahiro PIFBIESL (1819-1857): Chair of the shogunal council of elders (roji
shuza EH ) from 1845 to 1855. Abe attempted to create a national unity
government by seeking the counsel and support of daimyo such as Tokugawa
Nariaki and Shimazu Nariakira. Resigned in favor of Hotta Masayoshi.

Brunet, Jules 22—+ 7Y 2% (1838-1911): French army officer and advisor to the
shogunate; fled with Enomoto Takeaki to Hokkaido and served with “Republic
of Ezo.”

Chamber of the Left (sa’in /:B): A council under the dajokan system.

Chamber of the Right (win £iBi): A council under the dajokan system.

Chosha EM: A tozama daimyo domain in southwestern Honshu, also known as
Hagi and Yamaguchi. Ruling house was the Mari ZE#I]. The shogunate and allied
domains invaded and defeated Choshii in 1864, but the domain pushed back a
second attack in 1866, publicly revealing shogunal weakness. In alliance with
Satsuma, Choshi led the coalition that overthrew Tokugawa Yoshinobu in 1868.
Many key Meiji leaders were from Chéshi, including Kidoé Takayoshi, Inoue
Kaoru, Yamagata Aritomo, and It6 Hirobumi.

Council of State (dajokan NI{T¥): An early Meiji government structure based on
Nara-Heian-era Japanese and Tang-era Chinese models. Revived in 1868, it was
replaced in 1885 by a modern cabinet system. The main organ of the Council of
State was the Grand Chamber (seiin) comprising a Grand Minister (dajo daijin),
Minister of the Left (sadaijin), Minister of the Right (udaijin), and four grand
councilors (sangi), who commonly served concurrently as heads of ministries.
Beneath the Grand Chamber were two deliberative bodies, the Chamber of the
Left and Chamber of the Right, which had little effective power.

Dajokan: see Council of State.

Enomoto Takeaki PASuL{; (1836-1908): Shogunal naval commander (kaigun
fukusosai FEHFAIFEEL) and advocate of military reform and modernization. In
1868, Enomoto rejected the shogunate’s surrender and fled with eight of the gov-
ernment’s best ships to Hokkaido. Defeated and then imprisoned from 1869 to
1872, he was pardoned and rehabilitated, later serving as ambassador to Russia,
ambassador to China, minister of post and communications, and foreign minister.



270 Glossary

eta %% One of the major outcaste groups in Tokugawa society. The eta were asso-
ciated with animal slaughter, leather work, and the execution of criminals, activ-
ities considered ritually unclean. Legal restrictions on the eta, such as limits on
place of residence, were formally lifted in 1871.

Eto Shinpei {LJHEH°T- (1834-1874): Politician active in early Meiji legal and educa-
tion reform. Born in Saga domain, he led troops in the Boshin War. In the Meiji
government, he rose to the rank of grand councilor, served as vice-minister of
education (monbu taifu SCEBAKHH) and minister of justice (shihokyo FIVAM), and
advocated the swift adoption of a new civil code based on the Napoleonic Code. Eto
quit the government as part of the 1873 Political Crisis and signed the 1874 peti-
tion for an elected national assembly (minsen giin kenpakusho FEREFTE ).
After returning to Saga he led an anti-government rebellion and was captured
and executed in April 1874.

Grand Chamber (sei’in 1EB): The main chamber of the Council of State (dajokan).

Grand councilor (sangi Z¥i#): A high-ranking position in the Grand Chamber.

hinin JEA: Literally “non-person,” one of the major outcaste groups in Tokugawa
society. Hinin were largely street entertainers and beggars. Legal restrictions on
hinin were formally lifted in 1871.

Hirata Atsutane *F-HIE il (1776-1843): Influential nativist (kokugaku) scholar, known
for his public lectures advocating the revival of Japan’s “ancient way.” Although
Hirata styled himself as Motoori Norinaga’s disciple, he never studied with
Norinaga and revised key aspects of his scholarship.

Hotta Masayoshi g [T 1EIPE (1810-186 4): Chair of the shogunal council of elders (rdjii
shuza ZH ) from 1855 to 1860. Struggled to win imperial support for unpop-
ular foreign treaties.

Inoue Kaoru J} %% (1836-1915): Choshti samurai and Meiji-era politician, early
advocate of replacing samurai stipends with government bonds. As vice-minister
of finance (okura taifu KJBKHH) in the caretaker government, Inoue rejected
budget demands for a new national school system and court system.

Ttagaki Taisuke MJHIRD) (1837-1919): Tosa samurai, government official, and
political activist. Itagaki fought in the Boshin War and later served in the care-
taker government. After resigning during the 1873 Political Crisis, he founded
the Public Patriot Party (Aikoku Koto Z[E/\H) and signed the famous 1874
petition for an elected national assembly (minsen giin setsuritsu kenpakusho
EREEEDTRR T ). He briefly rejoined the government in 1875 as a grand
councilor.

1to6 Hirobumi {JiI% 3 (1841-1909): Choshit samurai and Meiji government offi-
cial. Studied in Britain in 1863-64 and traveled to the United States in 1870 to
examine financial systems. Promoted to grand councilor in 1873, he emerged as a
dominant figure in civil administration after the death of Okubo in 1878.

Iwakura Mission: An eighteen-month embassy to the United States and Europe
(1871—73) that included leading members of the early Meiji government.



Glossary 271

Iwakura Tomomi 738 EH (1825-1883): Imperial court noble, important in late
Tokugawa and early Meiji politics. Instrumental in the 1867/12/9 (January 3,
1868) palace coup that abolished the Tokugawa shogunate. Highest ranking
member of the Iwakura Mission (18771-1873) and a key figure in forcing the resig-
nations of caretaker government leaders in the 1873 Political Crisis.

Matsudaira Yoshinaga KA FE#/Kk (1828-1890): Daimyo of Fukui. Also known
as Matsudaira Keiei and Matsudaira Shungaku #2°F-&{%. Important for his
attempts to gather daimyo in a national unity government.

Mito 7K)7: A collateral domain of the Tokugawa house, Mito daimyo were descen-
dants of the first shogun Tokugawa Ieyasu’s eleventh son Yorifusa. Because
Mito lords were distant cousins of the shogun, they could provide heirs for the
Tokugawa main line when a shogun had no suitable successor. The last shogun,
Tokugawa Yoshinobu, was the son of Tokugawa Nariaki, daimyo of Mito.

Mizuno Tadakuni 7K¥F 8 (1794-1851): Daimyo and shogunal reformer. As chair
of the shogun’s council of elders (roji shuza EHIE ), Mizuno sought to
strengthen the shogunate by seizing and consolidating daimyo lands around
Edo. Stiff opposition forced him from office.

Motoori Norinaga AJHEH I (1730-1801): Influential Tokugawa-era philosopher,
known for his commentaries on ancient Japanese texts and his rejection of
Chinese learning.

Nariaki: see Tokugawa Nariaki.

Nariakira: see Shimazu Nariakira.

Nativism (kokugaku [H%%): A Tokugawa-era intellectual and political movement
focusing on ancient Japanese texts, the recovery of ancient “ways,” and the rejec-
tion of Chinese learning.

Ogyii Sorai 3k’EfH#K (1666-1728): Influential Tokugawa-era philosopher. Sorai
advocated radical reforms but based his proposals on exacting readings of
ancient Chinese texts.

Okubo Toshimichi KAL#FI (1830-1878): Satsuma samurai and Meiji govern-
ment official. After helping to establish key structures of the early Meiji state,
he left Japan on the Iwakura Mission. Between the 1873 Political Crisis and his
assassination in 1878, Okubo was Japan’s single most powerful political figure.

Okuma Shigenobu KFEHE(S (1838-1922): Hizen samurai, served as grand coun-
cilor and minister of finance in the Meiji government. During the 1881 Political
Crisis, Okuma advocated the swift promulgation of a constitution with a parlia-
mentary cabinet system and was forced from office.

Roches, Léon (1809-1901): French diplomat and minister plenipotentiary to the
Tokugawa shogunate, ally of Tokugawa Yoshinobu.

Saigo Takamori PE4BF# 5% (182;7-1877): Satsuma samurai, leader of Satsuma’s efforts
to topple the shogunate. After leaving Meiji government in the 1873 Political
Crisis, Saigd retired to Satsuma. In 1877 led Satsuma forces against the central
government in the War of the Southwest. Died in battle in September 1877.
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Sanjo Sanetomi —5%J¢3E (1837-1891): Imperial court noble, important in late
Tokugawa and early Meiji politics. Official titles include minister of the right (udai-
jin £iKF) and grand minister (dajo daijin KIBCKE). Sanjo was nominally the
leader of the caretaker government, but he struggled to contain factional rivalries.

Saté6 Nobuhiro S (1769-1850): Agronomist and philosopher who advised
shogunal senior councilor Mizuno Tadakuni. Saté advocated a strong central
government, the conscription of commoners, and an overseas Japanese empire.

Satsuma F#/¥: A tozama daimyo domain in southwestern Kyushu. Ruling house
was the Shimazu &5t Because of its conquest of Ryukyu in 1609, the domain
received embassies from Ryukyuan kings and the Shimazu held distinct status
within the Tokugawa order. In alliance with Chésh, Satsuma overthrew the
last shogun, Tokugawa Yoshinobu, in 1868. Many key Meiji leaders were from
Satsuma, including Okubo Toshimichi, Saigd Takamori, and Saigd Tsugumichi.

Shimazu Hisamitsu KjHA)¢ (1817-1887): De facto daimyo of Satsuma, although
technically only regent to his son, the daimyo Shimazu Tadayoshi (1840-97). In
contrast to his predecessor and half-brother, Nariakira, Hisamitsu rejected many
Western-oriented reforms. Although Satsuma troops helped establish the Meiji
state, Hisamitsu was a strident critic of the new government.

Shimazu Nariakira K5t 5 M (1809-1858): Daimyo of Satsuma, known for his mod-
ernizing reforms including Western-style factories and ships. Half-brother and
rival to his successor, Shimazu Hisamitsu.

Sorai: see Ogyt Sorai.

Terashima Munenori ~FEi3HI] (1832-1893): Satsuma samurai, served as vice-
minister of foreign affairs (gaimu daibu Y$1%Kiif)) in the caretaker government,
and foreign minister in the Okubo administration.

Tokugawa Kamenosuke i/ I # 2 B (1863-1940): Also known as Tayasu Kamenosuke
H 2.2 B and Tokugawa lesato T)115¢%. Heir to the last Tokugawa shogun,
Tokugawa Yoshinobu.

Tokugawa Nariaki fii)I|75#{ (1800-1860): Daimyo of Mito domain, known for his
embrace and patronage of Mito-learning (Mitogaku), a distinct fusion of Western
learning and nativist thought. Abe Masahiro recruited Nariaki as an advisor, but
he was purged in 1858 under Ii Naosuke and confined to his residence in Mito.
Father of Tokugawa Yoshinobu.

Tokugawa Yoshimune /1135753 (1684-1751): Eighth Tokugawa shogun, known for
his reformist policies.

Tokugawa Yoshinobu )I[E#E (1837-1913): The last Tokugawa shogun. Also
known by the family name Hitotsubashi —f& and the given name Keiki. Son of
Tokugawa Nariaki. Rejected in the 1858 shogunal succession dispute, Yoshinobu
gained power during the mid-1860s and formally succeeded as shogun in 1867.
He undertook aggressive centralizing and Westernizing reforms but was outma-
neuvered by the Satsuma-Chosha imperial loyalist alliance.

Yoshimune: see Tokugawa Yoshimune.

Yoshinobu: see Tokugawa Yoshinobu.
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