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“Can a nation be born at once’™ This question was posed
in 1876 by William Elfiot Griffs in his introduction w0 The
Mikade's Empire Ninety years later, scholars are still amazed
that Japan seems 1o have passed through precisely that experi-
ence. In a little more than a decade, loosely knit feudal alliances
were transformed into a powerful central government; class
distinctions, which were so important to the maintenance of
social and political harmony in Tokugawa Japan, were officially
abolished; a national, compubsary educational system was estab-
lished: and the economy had become both national and inter-
natianal.

Griffis answered his own question by relying on the evan-
gelical dictum: “With God all things are possible.™ Few mod-
ern scholars are willing w leave anything to God, and in recent
years it has become popular to stress the continuity between the
Tokugawa and the Meiji eras as a partial explanation of Japan's
amazing feat. This new scholarship maintains that much of
what seemed to be 3 miraculous transformation was actually the
culmination of processes begun well before Commodore Perry
steamed into Edo Bay, We have had studies in Tokugawa edu-
cation, Tokugawa religion, Tokugawa economy, and even in
Tokugawa polity that help support this view. It has also been
shown conclusively that many of the new leaders of the Meiji
period were lower samurai who began their climb during the
feudal era.

But whether change in the first decade of the Meji Period
was miraculous or the culmination of processes begun during
the Tokugawa era, it was, nonetheless, extremely rapid—much
wo rapid for certain elements of Japanese society. In some han,
feudal loyalties within the peasantry were so swong that spoo-
taneous resistance to centralized political structures attracted
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tens of thousands of followers. Furthermore, once central con-
trol was established, they benefited little from the new stroctures,
which taxed them more efficiently and compelled their able-
bodied children to attend public schools and to serve in a con-
script army. MNor were samurai immuone to adjustment problems;
many squandered their pensions and fell w the depths of pov-
erty. There was one group, however, which was surprisingly
resilient during the turmoil of the early Meiji era: the samurai
intellecinals. Although there were men like Saigh Takemori,
who found himself leading a revolt against the new order, there
was surprisingly little alienation among samurai intellectuals,
who were both the products of the Tokugawa and creatures of
the Meiji. This study proposes to nvestigate one aspect of tha
phenomenon.

There were at least three possible reasons why the Toku-
gawa-Meiji samurai intellectual was able o adjust o the new
environment with little discernible malaise. First of all, the
structures of carly Meiji sociery were such that most intellec-
tuals could achieve their life goals through participation in so-
ciety. There was room in Meiji Japan for a Fukuzawa Yukichi,
a Miijima Jo, and even an intransigent conservative Confucian
scholar like Motoda Eifu, The door to success was wide open
for the intelligent samurai—at least during the first years of the
Hn;:l. era. It was the age in which Takshashi Korekiyo, a future

prime minister, could return from the United States in 1568,
wiltu he had been an indentured servant, and procesd w amass
and squander several small fortunes while moving rapidly back
and forth from one job o another: as teacher, translator, sti-
pended student, and in and oot of no less than three government
ministries—all before he reached the age of thirty? By 1374
Fukurawa Yukichi complained that a mediocre scholar of
Western learning who invested a meager one hundred yen and
three years of his ime tw study Western languages could com.
mand a salary of Bfty w seventy yen per moath: a rare of
profit, he claimed, that not even a usurer could manwch*

A second explanation for why there scemed o be little
alicnation among TokugawaMeiji intellectuals s that their
values had been transformed so that they could achieve their
goals even in the new Meiji government. This position main-
tains that Fukuzawa Yukichi and many of his Meirokusha col-
leagues were modern, emancipated men who introduced West-
e thought to Japan becanse they had rejected their Tokugawa
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heritage. The continuity between the Tokugawa and Meiji eras
was the individual himself. The process of change between the
eras took place in the mind of each intellectual. There is, how-
ever, a third possibility, which has not been sufficiently explored.
In this essay, I shall endeavor 1w show that one of the reasons
“3 naticn could be born at once™ and stll leave few of it intel-
lectmals frostrated aliens in their own land was because many
intellectuals with a good, late Tokugawa Confucian upbringing
Eelt very much at home in Mefji Japan. They were not oaly
comfortable in the new, modern Mefji world, but they con-
tributed greatly wo its establishment and to its perpetuation.

The subject of this exposition is Nakamura Kelu, one of the
maost prominent of the Tokugawa-Meiji intellectuals. Nakamura
was born in Edo in 1832, Before he was a year old, rice riots by
destitute poor had penctrated into the great cities—even into the
scat of the Tokugawa government. When Keiu was sx years
old, Oshis Heihachirs, a samurai Confucian scholar serving the
Tokugawa bekufu, led an uprising of peasants and townsmen in
Osaka which left much of the city in shambles. As a youth,
Nakamura lived through some of the most turbulent years in
Japanese history, The samurai class, of which he was a member,
was heavily in debt to the merchants; the Tokugawa govern-
ment, to which his family owed their allegiance, was in an
advanced state of decay; and the nation iteelf faced the possibil-
ity of being torn apart by the Western powers.

As Nakamura rapidly sscended the ranks 2z a student and
then teacher at the Shoheikd, the official Tokugawa Confucian
schiool, be was mot unmindful of the world about him. He
began o stody the Dutch language when he was sivteen—six
years before Perry's visit to Japan. By 1355 he was trying to
lkeamn English and was beginning to have grave doubts about
the wisdom of the Tokugawa policy. A recently discovered
documnent tells us much shout Nakamura's thinking in the lae
1850's, In thae essay, entitled “Treatise on Western Learning,”
MNakamura stated that it was necessary for the Japanese to pursue
Western studies. He abo maintained that it was absolwtely
essential that Western studies be approached in the correct man-

ner. He explained this by saying:
In order to understand this new field of knowledge, we

must dwell within its midst. We must become fully
acquainted with some aspect of it in order to grasp its
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essence. The sage does not forget this point. Look at it
this way, presume everything in the land is dried out.
However, within this drought-wrought land there is
water. There is water in the sea, there is water in the
river—we could carry it from there. Bue if we dig a
well in the dried earth, water can abo be obtained—it
will spring forth to nourish the land, Western "dkille”
are mot just clever tricks or stunts that can be simply
mastersd. Their ultimate source lies in the same intel-
lectual stream 35 our own ¥
Makamura was approaching the problem of understanding the
West with tools he had developed as a Confucian scholar: grasp
the essence, do not become entangled with nonessential elements.
Whea, in 1866 bhe had an opportunity to go to England o
pheerve the West at first hand, he took it
Victorian England presented Nakamura with a thoroughly
understandable model. He began to realize that Christianity was
at the center of Western culture and that if one did not under-
stand how it affected the morals and practices of the people,
then one could never understand the productr of Western civili-
zation. Makamura was away from Japan just” fifteen months,
but he brought bome an emdage, a souvenir which be felt cap-
tured the driving spirit behind the Wests position of strength in
the world: Samuel Smiles’s most successful publication, Self
Help. Interlacing moral dicta with biographical examples,
Smiles bombarded his readers with Viewrian wange]-ul values.
Smiles endeavored to answer the question: “Why is England
the greatest nation in the world?™ And in publications such as
Self Help, he showed that England was great because o many
of its people were superior; its people were superior becauie they
were good Christians. In Smiless mind, Christianity was the
source of England’s power, and its “essential characteristics™
were “the virtues of constancy, energy, perseverance, indostry,
patence, accuracy, cheerfulness, hope, self-denial, self-culture,
self-respect, power of good example, [and] nobility of char-
acter.™®
This was precisely the medicine that Japan needed for her
sickness, thought Nakamura, because the Japanese people were,
at that time, the antithesis of Smiles’s ideal. In an article pub-
lished in February 1575 entitled “Thesis on Changing the Char-
acter of the [apanese People,” Nakamura's view of the way-

41



ferry K. Fisher

wardness of his countrymen can be clearly seen. He wrote:
[ The Japanese] still indulge in wine and women as they always
have. . . . They do not know the way of heaven—they have no
maorals, They pay no attention to their work nor do they realize
the necessity to work diligently. . . . They do not like to study
nor endure difficulties. Th::.rhﬂ-:mp-tmmnm."'

Self Help made its Arst Japanese appearance in March 1871
under the title Saikokw riechi hem, which can be translated
“How the West Succeeds.” The popularity of the book was
phenomenal, and Japancse scholars have snce called it “The
Bible of the Meiji era™ Since that first Japanese translation, Self
Help has been in print almest continuously.® The book did
quite well in the Wess, too, 250,000 copies having been sold by
the turn of the centory? In 1872 Nakamura published another
Meiji-era classic, a transhadon of John Stuart Mill's On Liberty,

A close examination of both Nakamura's and Smiles's ideas
elicits interesting comparisons. A basic tenet of Confucian ethics
is that men, not institutions, determine the course of history.
In his writings, Nakamura constantly pressed this point. There
was lintle wonder that he was immediately artracted to Smiles.
So central to Smiles was this concept that he began his famous
Self Help with the following quotations:

The worth of a Seate, in the long run, is the worth of

the individuals composing it—]J. 5. Mill

We put too much faith in systems, and look too litde
o men—B, Disraeli™

Compare these statements with those made in Meiji 8 (1575)
by MNakamura Keiu:

Government is like a cup which holds water: the people
are like the water in the cup . . . if we change the shape
of the container, the water which fills it has no change
in character whatsoever. More important than chang-
ing the government it to change the character of the
people. If day by day we can get rid of their soiled old
ways and their charscter becomes fresh and new, we
have hope !t

In the waning years of the Tokugawa bakwfu, Nakamura
Eeiu had advocated digging a well to tap the ultimare source
of all knowledge, By 1875 he felt that the government had
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Jocated that source, but only if its mourishing waters were used
would the Japanese people be saved,

Howrewer, there was hope!l The Confucian and the evangeli-
cal ethics both emphatically stated that man eould be saved.
While the preacher waxed eloquent about sin and repenmnce,
Smiles, the Victorian social practitioner, found the road o salva-
ton to be the same a8 Nakamora did: all men must be taught
how to live as men showld live; education, especially moral edu-
cation, was the means oward this end.

In order to teach others, one must be upright himself. For
Makamura, this was no obstacle, for evangelical prohibitions and
commandments seem to have appealed to him even as a young
man. The following are a list of dicta Keiu drew up for himself
when he was twenty.two years old, well before he had come
into contact with Western ideas:

1. Don't forget the virtues of loyalty and flial picty.
2. Don't forget the importance of correct bearing in all
of your actions,
3. Don't use untroe words—neither lic nor exaggerate.
4. Cur away sexual desire—this is especially important
for young people.
5. Study everything and don't be lazy,
fi. Don't start reading 2 Dutch book and not finish it
7. In all things eriticize yourself but don't eriticize
athers,
B. Cut off bad thoughts.
9 thfnnn:rtnﬁnd—chn'thtmpﬂﬁnialmindulgt
in hypacrisy,
10, Always keep your blessings in mind, be grateful to
your mother and father, don't forget the toils of the
farmers, don't be lazy about anything you do™

Makamura Keiu's biographers ell us that the above credo is
indicative of the way he thought and acted throughout his life,"
But his Intellectoal endeavors did not stop with Smiles's type of
teachings and actions. In fact, Makamura's thought did not even
begin with evangelical strictures: it began with Neo-Confucian
cthics and metaphysics. At the Shoheikd, Makamura came
under the influence of Sato Issai, one of the leading scholars of
the Oydmei school of Neo-Confucianism in nineteenth-century
Japan.* The Oyimei school followed the teachings of the Chi-
nese sage Wang Yang Ming (1472-1524), a monist who viewed
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the universe as a collection of essences each metaphysically com-
plete in itself. Thus, for Oyimei, men existed as individuals,
full, complete unto themselves. Fendal hicrarchies had no logi-
cal place in Oybmei thought, nor was society held wogether by
family ties or the class ethics of the samurai. It is true that
Makamura mentioned the impoartance of loyalty and filial plery
in his credo, but in the comtext of the entire statement, they
were certainly not central to the ethics enunciated, Loyaley ap-
peared o be more important a8 a personal discipline than at a
system of behavior. Filial piety was defined by Nakamura not
in terms of duty but in terms of thanksgiving; one was grateful
to one's parents just as one was thankful to the farmers who
worked hard to produce the food that one ate. In later writings,
Makamura's gratitude to his parents conld be described best by
the concept “lowe."*

‘The personal ethics articulated by Nakamura focused on the
cardinal sin of evangelical Christianity: indolence. He amsumed
that man knew what he must do (and roust not do); the only
problem involved was putting his knowledge into action, But
how did man know what to do? Nakamura spoke to this ques-
ton in a work entithed “A Trearise on the Oneness of Morals
and Happiness.™® In this essay, Nakamura took a traditional
Confucian concept, fendd (the way of heaven), approached it as
an OyBmei scholar, and equated it with a Christian concept of
the Laws of God (rosm obu goddo). The metaphysics is taken
from Wang Yang Ming. Ten (heaven) was not something
that was external to man; it was not abowe, below, or around
him; it dwelt within him. To follow the Way of Heaven was
thus 2 natural act on the part of man: it was to obey the com.-
mandment written upen his heart. Oyimei monism did not
isolate each individual. Each individual was complete but was
of the same essence as other individuals; thus a major thrust of
this philosophy was universaliry.”

Had Samuel Smiles been sble to understand MNakamura's
thealogy, it is unlikely that he would have agreed that they were
talking about the same thing. But MNakamura knew precisely
how Victorian ethics supported his Confucian world view. The
ethics of both Siniles and Nakamura assume a satic and con-
stant cthical standard. The laws of God were indelibly written
on man’s conscience, If Smiles had been true to his Calvinist
beritage, he might have questioned whether or not only the
saved were capable of knowing God's will; but Nakamura, the
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Confucian scholar, had no doubts about this mater: all men
had a natural capacity to follow the Way of Heaven, and Naka-
mura's Way of Heaven was the same for all men! The concept
of original sin was alien to him, but Nakamura felt thar Smiles's
reachings were applicable to all men and were particularly well
guited to Japan's needs. Thus, Confucian umiversalism allowed
Makamura t© learn from the West while holding fast wo the
teachings of the Far,

Late Tokugawa scholars like Nakamura could not only ac-
commodate Western thought but were able to fuse it with Con-
fuclan universalism so as to forge a powerful philesophical
foundation for Japan's rapid development into a modern world
power, Sakatani Rieo's advocacy in 1874 of Japan's adoption of
an Esperanto-like universal language in order to facilitate mod-
ermization and world unity is a vivid example of this dynamic
at work.'® At the age of ffty-one, this well known Confucian
scholar, whe had never studicd 3 Western language, joined the
Meirokusha, an intellectual society formed in 187, which
strongly advocated Western thought and institutions. Though
Sakatani described himself as a “toothless old man™ in the so-
ciety's publication, his thought and that of his fellow member
Makamura Kein represented the essential pedagogy of the so-
dety: It was necessary oo create intelligent, moral men end
women if Japan were w become a prosperous country® The
application of this principle was universal—it was true at any
time for any person in any place, But the ethics that supported
it was intensely individualistic. All men and women must help
thermseloes to hecome energetic, industrious, and perseverant. As
Self Help taught, “the wise and active conquer difficulties by
daring to artempt them: sloth and folly shiver and shrink at
the sight of wil and danger, and make the impossibility they
fear "2

Though all men under heaven were capable of leading
moral lves, all did not follow the laws of God, according to
teachers like MNakamura and Smiles. In Nakamuwra's “Treatise
on the Oneness of Morals and Happiness” a clear distinetion
was made between those who follow the laws of God and those
who do not. This treatise teaches that if one were o walk the
Path of Heaven, he would have abounding inner happiness
(mai fuke ), while if he should stray, he would live in the depths
of despair™ The treatise ends with a quotation from the Bible:
“Every good tree bringeth forth good fruit; buot a corrupt tree
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bringeth forth evil fruir™ Smiles warne, “Is there one whom
difficulties dishearten—who bends to the storm? He will do
litide." But he adds, “Ts there one who w4l conquer? Thart kind
of man never fails'™*

Individualistic ethics can easily be extremely elitist. And
though the Oyémei monistic tendencies in Nakamura might
appear to be more equalitarian than Smiles’s Calvanism, the net
result was the support of an intellectual and moral aristocracy.
The Melrckusha constantly lamented the fact that they lived in
a society where there were so few intelligent, moral men and so
many who were unintelligent and morally degenerate. In his
“Treatise on Changing the Character of the Japanese People,”
Wakamura bimerly denounced the immorality of most of his
countrymen. He noted that since the Meiji Restoration in
1868, the form of government within which the people existed
had gready improved, but the Japanese character had remained
unchanged. Then be unleashed his tirade: “They are sill il-
literate and colturally blind . . . ; they still indulge in wine and
women . . . ; they still hate to read things . . . ; they don't know
the way of heaven—they have no morals; they don't pay atten-
tien to their work; they are an unineelligent, narrow-minded
pecple.”™

Fukuzawa Yuokichi, a Meirokusha colleague of Nakamura's
who has been hailed as a crusader for the common people of
Japan, consistently referred m those he championed as stupid
people (gu min). He stated, in his famous work The Encourage-
ment of Learning, that it was because of their mp'l.l:hl'j" and
lack of preseverance that the poor bhad become im
Fukuzawa felt that they had no one w blame but themselves
for their despicable state and even went so far as o wamn that
the only method to rule stupid people was by brute force™
Fukuzawa was by no means advocating 2 heavy-handed govern-
ment for Japan—what he and Nakamura wanted was a nation
of welleducated, moral people who would become capable of
ruling themselves. However, early Meiji Confucian modernizers
felt that the Japanese people had a long way w go before they
eould stand on their own feet. In the past, individual growth
had been stunted by a feudal system that placed arbitrary class
and hereditary distinctions above individual ability and virtue,
but these restrictions, Nakamura and his Meirokusha colleagues
thoughe, had been eliminated by the Meiji government. Liberty
and equality were things that had to be won by each individual
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through his own merit. Unfortunately, few Japanese were able
o stk ﬂ“ (=19

MWishimura Shigeki, another Confucian scholar of the time,
wrote numerous essays in the Meiroku Magazine, calling the
Japanese peaple only half enlightened (han kai ka). He ranked
them well below the English. In fact, be even pleaded that be-
cause of the decadance of the Japanese, which he attributed to
their sloth and illiteracy, it was necessary for Japan to impose
high tariffs upon goods from nations where the populace was
more intelligent and industrious or the cffect upon Japancsc
economy would be disasrops ™

Samuel Smiles would have agreed with Wishimuras high
opinion of the Eaglish. In Self Help, he stated: “The spirit of
wifhelp, as exhibited in the energetic action of individuals, has
in all times been a marked feature in the English character, and
furnishes the true measure of our power as a nation.™” Eng-
land's corporate virtue, acoording to Smiles, was both established
and maintained by a moral aristocracy who guided their coun-
trymen by the example of their own superior conduct. Toku-
gawa-Meiji Confucianists had no  difficulty understanding
Smiles's quotation on “The True Gentlemen” (Shinss no
kanshi) when he read Makamura's translation of Self Help:

That which raises a country, that which strengthens a
country, and that which dignihes a country—that which
spreads her power, creates her moral influence, and
makes her respected and submitted to, bends the heart
of millions, and bows down the pride of nations to her—
the instrument of obedience, the fountain of supremacy,
the true throne, crown, and sceptre of a nation;—this
aristocracy is not an arstocracy of blood, not an aristoc-
racy of fashion, not an aristocracy of talent only; it is an
aristocracy of Character. That is the true heraldry of

Ilﬂ.lhu

MNakamura and Smiles agreed that strong nations could be
built only by good works. Good works were done by men, not
institutions. It was the responsibility of the intelligent and the
virtuous o educate their countrymen, and if the people were
properly receptive to their enlightened teaching, the whole na-
tion would prosper. Just as an individual was known by his
works, 50 was a pation. A virmwous nation, one whose people

displayed the attributes of industry, patience, and perseverance,
47
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would bear good fruit. This was precisely what Nakamura
meant when, in 1359, he counseled the Tokugawa leaders to dig
a well in order to nourish their drought-ridden land. The Way
of Heaven was the ultimate source of all virtue, wisdom, and
power; and thus, reasoned Makamura, the West's strength could
only be due to one factor: its people were following the Way of
Heaven, Smiles simply described the attributes of virtue and
minqinmiﬁnth&rumrgﬂi:q:pﬁuﬁmmuldm.’ﬂmm
and nadons prosperous, Makamura, the Neo-Confucian scholar,
indicated their source. In cither case, the results were the same:
virtue produced strength, and strength was a product of virtue,
Furthermore, this dictom was as valid for nations as it was for
indivichuals,

Weo-Confucian scholars such as Makamura found their pre-
Meiji education most useful in an era of rapid sodal and in-
dustrial development. More important, they helped lay the
philosophical foundations for a powerful nation. William Elliot
Grifhs wondered if a nation could be born at once, His friend
Wakamura Keiu helped make Japan into the kind of nation
that Grifhs greatly admired. As early as 1876, Griffis wrote of
his wish that “the Sun-land lead the nasons of Asia that are
now appearing in the theatre of universal history,” and he was a
steadfast champion of Japan ontil his death ffrytwo years
later ™ Nakarnura Keiu did not live to see Japan's defear of
ﬂhumlﬂﬁ,mﬂuuﬁmﬁtﬁuﬁfﬂtﬂ:mrr&ﬂuhpﬂﬂm
nation-state over the land from which he received so much in-
tellectual nourishment would hawve pleased him as it did his
colleague Fukuzawa Yukichi. Fukozawa hailed the wvietory as
the result of perfect cooperation between the government and
the people—a people and a government that were superior in
wisdom and virtue to those of any nation in Asia®™ But though
Makarmura did not seem to share Folkuzawa's chauvinism, he
still contributed significantly to Japan's emergence as a powerful
nation-state. The evangelical ethic that he preached bore the
same fruits in Japan as it did in the Anglo-Saxon nations. If
strength was a product of virtue, then by the turn of the century
Japan had indeed become the most virtuous nation in Asia.
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H. Smiles guoies this poem, which he amributes o Rowe. Smile, Saff
Help, p. 346,

21, Makssmura, “Tokufu giicu no seou” pp 5777,

XM, p. S8Y, The Englsh vamlsden uwsed is from the King James
Bible, Mambew 7:17.

23, Smiles quotts a poem afiributed w0 John Haneer, Smiles, Soff Hilp,
o ME '

T4, Makammra, “fimmin oo seshibn o kaied soru seie,” g 200,

75. Fukuzawa Yulichi, Godwmon no renme, pp. 17-15.

26, Mishimura Shigekd, “Jivd kicki ron,™ Meoroke sawdi, Mo, I8, pp
194-56 (P=h. 1873).

17, Smiles, Saff Halp, p. 25.

28, Smiles, idd, p, 417, anributs chis 10 The Timey. MNeksmors's treos-
lsgion b [ousd i6 Savmucl Seniles, Sslode Aliokd Aew, rrans, Maksmues (Tokys,
1578), p 691,

%, Grffis, Thr Mitads's Emgwr, p. 575

30 In his autshiography, Pukurswa spoke of his satisfaction with the
progress of Japan asd is people, which, be felt, was best indicased by Jupas®s
wioory owver Chisa (Fuluzsws Yukichl, The Awmtoldopraply of Falusoes
Yukich, wans, Kiooks Elicki [Tokyo, 1960], pp. 313-35), Pukuzawa’s pride
i the accemplivhments of bir cowntrymen & contfasted with the weak &nd
degcnerabe state of the Chinese and Koreans is alw deardy illosrated i a2
wumber of smays be wooir for the Bi§ shimpd im 1855, These arc found in
volume |5 of the Fuburses Yobichi sesold (Tokyo, 1959).
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