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A century ago Japan was weak, divided, unstshle, and poor.
Its leaders were conscious of the fact that Japan was well behind
much of the Western world, and they were convinced that
political reorganization and centralization were urgently needed
to close the gap, Two feudal baronies agreed on a general pro-
posal for change which they argued in this language:

“Our first great dury is w seek our the national polity and
structure of the Imperial Country of old so that we may face all
nations without shame. For that purpose we must restore Im-
perial rule and study to establich an order of government within
the land, of such a nature that future generations will not regret
our actions.” After laying out the evils of decentralization, they
went on to deplore the fact that, as a result of the feudal divi-
sions, “some do not even realize that there is an Emperar. When
one thinks about this with the world in mind, is there anywhere
else a national polity like this? It is evident that we must reform
owr regulations and return political power to the count, form a
council of feudal lords, and conduct affairs in line with the
desires of the people as expressed in this manner; only then can
we face all mations without shame and establish our national

by L |

There is here a self conscious contrast between Japan and
the outside world; one notes the urgent need to centralize aroond
the emperor, the intention to consult opinion broadly, and a de-
termination to create something for which future geoerations
will pot need 1o feel shame. The Charter Outh of the M
Emperor, issued in April 1868, continued these sims: a councl
chamber to be established; all classes to achieve their just aspirs-
tion; wisdom to be sought throughout the world; and sheurd
customs of the past to be discarded. And all this so that the
foundations of the empire might be established and made firm.
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Laooked at from the vantage of a century, we have o agree
that these goals were achieved. [t is true that a few decades ago
Japanese did indeed feel shame, a shame greater even than their
grandfathers knew, bot that wo is past. In recent decades all
toms have been discarded, and the foundations of the empire
have never seemved more firm. Japan stands as one of the world's
great powers in all the ways that count, and represents, after the
United States, the Soviet Union, and all of Western Europe, the
largest potential of productive power in the world. In the 1870
Japancse voyagers w Europe still felt themselves a balf century
behind the West. But in the 1960's Japanese travelers found their
technology superior to thay of Europe. A recent series of reflec-
thons by the sociologist Kawd Hidetoshi conclodes that Japan and
the United States, alone in the world, have passed through mod-
ernization into what he calls “contemporary society”™; one char-
acterized by a high-mobility, mass-consumption society, its tastés
and desires regulated by mass media, and its members dedicated
to constant, and upward, motion.*

Japan's century of change ought wo provide a variety of con-
clusions and reflections on the course and pace of modernization.
Some have general applicability for modern histories everywhere,
bt most take us back to the distinctive social and cultural pat-
terns within Japan ivself.

October 23, 1968, was the official centennial of the event that
has been taken to mark the beginning of modern Japan. A eeo-
tury earlier the boy-emperor Mutsuhito reached for a sacred lot
in a Shinto ceremony and selected a slip. It bare the Chinese
characters “bright™ and “rule” sedected from The Book of
Changes; read together they make “Meiji," designating the year
or era of “enlightened rude™ that would extend untl the em-
peror's death in 1912, 1 have used the same language in “The
Heqzﬂtnh:. p- 95 in James B. Crowley, ed., Modern Eagr Asia;

Impmm{ﬂ::fﬂi?ﬁ} The decree which
Inmnnmﬂﬂ::dnnw: designation of the era made dear that
thereafter there would be only one era pame per sovereign,
History would now enroll in emperor-sized units, instead of be-
ing divided into eras set off at the discretion of the government
in accordance with momerological wisdom. Thus a development
that began in China with the Ming dynasty in 1388, one that
signified the final stage in imperial absolutism, came 1o Japan in
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1868. Mot war, or even defear and a new beginning in 1945,
would require a new year designarion. All that counted was the
continuity of imperial rule.

A few weeks before this the court had renamed the feudal
capital from Edo to Eastern Capial, Tokyo. In November the
boy-emperor set out on & visit to his new capiral. A procession of
three thousand men had ar its center the great palanquin in
which be sat. It was wopped by a phoenix, and carried by a
gwarm of yellow-robed bearers. He was a full six feet above the
ground, and upon the approach of this strange conveyance, a
contemporary reporter tells us, “a great silence fell upon the peo-
ple. Far as the eye conld se on either side, the roadsides were
densely packed with the crouching populace. And as the phoe-
nix car with its halo of glimering avendants came on . . . the
people without order or signal rarned their faces to the earth. Mo
man moved or spoke for a space, and all seemed to hold their
breath for very awe, as the mysterious presence, on whom few
are privileged to look and live, was passing by.™

Thus modern Japan came into being with silence and awe,
rather than with noise and celebration. It is true that Aghting
came before this, and cootinved after it. The shogun's vassals
thought, quite correctly, that he had been cheared and double-
crossed, and that the early termas on which be was asked to sur-
render his powers had been forgotten in the cagerness to get at
his lands and wealth. The entry into Tokyo was an act of peycho-
paigns agrinst his followers, @ civil war that came w0 an end only
in the carly summer of 186%. And there was some celehration as
well, not least becanse the emperor's visit to Tokyo was accom-
panied by free distribution of soke as an expression of imperial
benevalence.

But most of all there was confusion. The cerainties of long
centuries of a stroctured and stratified feudal society were soon
in process of change, but the natore and degres of that change
were far from dear. Uncerainty exended from the ranks of the
feudality to the peasants. The feodal lords were not sure how
things would come out, shocked by the sudden revelation of
and role. Most of them sat it out and left the fighting to 2 few
dichard Tokogawa vassals and an equally few ambitious south-
western fiefs whose leaders styled themselves the emperor's army.
Many assumed ancther war would follow among the winners,
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and one group of allies had a full set of plans ready o make off
with the emperor in the event of such a war so thar they could
not end up on the “disloyal” side. Even after the war was over
the feudal lords were uncertain how to behave in the new order.
How did one live his life without the ritual decorum established
during the years of feudal status? WEEndul:hmnluﬂm;m
a remarkably detailed set of questions to the new
Should he go to restanrants or not? Eh:hunhlﬂuﬁn'
singing girls? Is it all right t call them o his residence? If he
heads for the licensed quarter with his men, should be do so
openly or even secretly? “At this time of innovation,” he ex-
plains, “we would like to know the correct way to conduct
oiirselves,™

Some, even among the leaders, never found how to conduct
themselves, Y8d&, lord of Tosa, roubled in his conscience and
contemptuous of his assoclates among the Restoration daimyo,
went on a collosal drunk that scandalized his retainers and killed
him a few years later at the age of 45° But most others, bur-
dcnnrlmlhd:bumd;mmﬁﬂmh::dlnuiuiﬂm::ﬂpnihh-

patents of nobility in a new, Evropean-style peerage. One finds
their descendants today in all walks of life. A very few are elecred
governors of the arcas their ancestors raled. Dth:nhnldplm:f

B

initiative that the Imperial Court has come to be restored to
power again,” the dme for free wheeling was at an end. “Now
all policies are to be decided by the Emperor Himself. It is
hoped that those who had previously left their clans will return
md:urunpmipm&nuru,pmpn'lpmpnﬂtd,lhlhmhﬁnh
and justice, mind their conduct, and cooperate with and assdst
the Government.™ The revolution is over, gentlemen, thank you
very much. And so the samurai were gradually deprived of their
incomes, swords, and privileges. First they were reclassified into
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rwo major groups instead of the muldple miliary rasks in
wh.:h;hqhdbmla:mpd. Five years later, phuhrmn:r

them off the tax rolls in what it was hoped would be easy steps
wward sclf reliance and sopport. Within a decade they were for-
bidden to carry the swords that had been their insignia of class.
Many, of eourse, were needed o run the new government, and
they staffed it at all levels. But the rationalization of administra-

thﬂnfﬂtmwhmﬂ:ddmgﬂtmlﬂ-
side as the phoenix car carrying the emperor was carried along?
Tl:mmnﬁmunudﬁ:mmnmﬂﬂm. Perhaps formunately
far and cerminly for the new government, their expecta-
tions were few and their partidpaion slight. Disciplioe and

government to institute a revolution from above; that the aristo-
erats could be revolutionary because they did not have w look
behind them.”! And so the commoners soon found themselves
with the digniry of family names; with rights of occupancy, sle,
and residence of land; and blessed with rights and duties of
their emperor and fight for him, instead of being fought over
and crouching by the roadside in silence while their bewvers swag-
gered by.

’ A centennial provides an epportunity to remember the past
and to think about its significance. In the case of the Mefji cen-
sennial, it is particularly interesting to cxamine its leadership, its

sctting, and its significance for Japanese since Mesji,
7
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Leadership

As Japan looks back on the Restoration, the printed page
and television screen are full of reminders of the hernism that ac-
companied it. The individual figures who struck out against
their normal bonds of loyalty and dury get the praise. The story
is Full of reminders of the insccurity and weakness that Japan felt
a century ago in the face of a world dominated by maritime
imperialist giants. There is much talk of the wisdom or fortune
of the decisions made and plans carried out by men who begin
to scem larger, and wiser, and stronger than life. The poignancy
of this recollection is the sharper for the quickness of the recollee.
tion that two decades ago Japan was again wealk, deferseless, and
defeated in its confrontation with the powers it had tried w
challenge. And yet it somehow has been able to regain, almost
mhﬂlﬂﬂEHMﬂﬁewﬂdﬁmm

The significance of the Meiji Restoration, we now can see, is
that it marked the emergence of a modernizing elite, a group
firmly committed to the goals of making of their backward
country a modern nation state. Their goals were expressed in
terms of the models of which they had knowledge: the eapitalist,
representative, dynamic, industrial, and maritime powers of the
Adantic world Negatively their goals were fixed by the mis
fortunes of their immediate neighbors in China, where resistance
o change had brought defeat, humiliation, and disunity. In-
stinctively their thoughts of unity and strength were formulated
around the figure of the imperial symbol, a remembered good
and a viable alternative to feudal disunity. A new idea is almost
always easier to explain in terms of an old one, and the phoenix
car carrying the boy emperor had the multiple symbolism of
rebirth and revurn, restoration and reform, mystery and majesty,
festival and force. The car could be related w every portable
shrine carried through a festive village crowd by chanting youths:
heavy, but light upon the mubitude of becks that support it;
awesome, but not of substance. And so the Meiji Emperor pro-
vides a permanent subject of interest for the student of Japanese
history and psychology; used but deeply venerated and loved by
his ministers, popular but remote from his people, and in his
maturity a believable, somewhat crusty sovereign who expressed
opifiohs only te have them st aside out of greater deference to
his authority. Deified in death, be is also venerated in memory,
and the centcanial program is centered about his mame and
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figure. Books, museums, statues, halls, parke, and forests spring
up on every hand, and from life insurance to chocolate there is
no better name.

The real leaders, the true modernizers, were the little group
of men from the southwestern fiefs who designed the new state
structure. The md:‘:m whﬂ::n"ncddh:h:mmgenrf
averaged twenty-five years of age at the dme Bestoration.
They were sumurai of middling rank, cxperienced in administra-
gion and leadership but barred from real power in the old system.
They were aware of the power of the West, several through per-
sonal expericnce of it, but able o resist the characterization of
being overty pro-West or Western specialists. They were in-
stead pro-Japanese, able to abandon an initial position of alliance
with Japan's Asian neighbors in favor of an understanding with
the West, and vlimately to join with the West ar the cost of
China and Korca, They were pragmatists, not ideologists, who
recognized and spoke the language of power. In the world they
knew the sinews of power were those of iron and steel, in rail-

r. One looks in vain for Yamagata squares or streets, or
T there is an It statue, and his image is on the
,Bﬂﬂ!hﬂnﬂn‘&:pmmnmkndﬁﬂlﬁﬁ
who resisted bravely the erosion of the old feadal
Takamori, who led the last great samursi revolt in
in for much more praise and evaluation than does
isterian Takeuchi Yoshimi has said that Saigd'’s values
goals centered after all on man, his character and his hap-
piness; while Tvi's and Okubo’s lay with the state and its power.
For the ooe the state was a means, for the other it was the end-
all* The commemoration of the Meiji centennial has focused as
much on the tragedy and the filures a5 on the suceess and the
Television serials recount the lives of those who strove
and died, like Sakamoto Ryfma, more than those who lived wo
lead, like Yamagata Aritomo.
There are a number of reasons for this. One is the lament
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that noble spirits did not survive to affect the later history thar
was dominated by hardheaded pragmatists. There is also the
appeal of the idealism and universalism of values of the Toku-
gAwa men, 3 generation educated and grounded in a selfless,
Confucian cult of loyaity, Thus Japanese long accustomed to
think in terms of the Meiji goals of wealth and strength see
something new in the instructions Yokoi Shénan, who fell to an
assassin's sword, gave his nephew when he lefi v study at
Rutgers: “Do ot restricr your goals to national wealth and na-
tional strength, but proclaim the grem purpose—taipi—through-
out the world. ™™ This is somehow more satisfying, and moving,
than the Meiji acceptance of the hierarchy of civilized countries,
and Aocki Shiizd's exclamation thar with the revision of the
treaties in 1854 “Japan has joined the ranke of civilized eoun-
tries|” So the centennial evokes thoughts of what might have
been as well as of what was,

Saill, in the Mefji group that led there is enough to praise
and examine. Through commaon origin, restricted numbers, and
shared experience, they developed an extraordinary ability to
work, and disagree, and nevertheless cooperate in the face of chal-
M#nrdahgu.&nﬁﬁtylndﬂuﬁﬂﬁqnipmpmhmnrdr
been more evident in 3 group of founding fathers. Most of them
went abroad for eighteen mooths a mere four years after the
Restoration, and came back to find their jobs waiting for them.
Evidently they respected each other’s frelings in defeat, and con-
cealed their own exultation in success. One recognizes them in
the village councils our social sclentists describe.'' There, oo,
men have learned to work together for a very long period of
time, and for some of the same reasons; a consciousness of the
importance of the group and the collectivity of belonging and
representing, rather than owning and disposing, and an aware-
ness that cooperation will be necessary again tomormow.

The Meiji leaders, with their agreement on goals of moderni-
zation, tended to share power. It is truc that in specialized bo-
reapcracies like the army a Yamagata built np prolonged tenure
and personal power. But in the more visble posts the rotation
and balance between factions came almest to resemble the
monthly alternation—takiban—of Tokugawa administrative
practice, and led w the natural and rather innocent guestion of
the emperor daring a council to select a new prime minigter:
"Why don't you just take turnsi"*

Mo doubt there were many reasons for this. Jesdousy and
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rivalry were present. No one man or faction could dominate,
There seems to have been considerable reluctance and distase
for the confinement of administeative responsibility, particularly
on the part of a man ke It5. And with mavurity, each of the
gurviving oligarchs tended to become the center of a linde hier-
archy of his own, a liwthe emperor, his influence extended (as
Ishida Takeshi once put it) by retainers who professed to speak
for him. At this stage, influence almost seems proporticnal to
inacnion.

Whatever the cause, the modemizing oligarchy made no at-
tempt to pereptuate itself. This is worth some comment, for they
sprang from a patriarchal, hereditary class. Tt is true that they
had risen in protest against its inefhciencies. Tt is also true that
much of the modern world of which they gained knowledge was
moving in an opposite direction, but pot, of course, all of it. In
face some of the Germans who helped devise the Meiji constitu-
tion asumed that Japan would have both a working emperor
and a self-perpetumting aristocracy in the successors © the ofi-
garchs they knew. But neither came to pass. The original group
averaged 73 years of age, but the last of them died in 1924, If
one includes Saionji, then the last of the group died in 1940, bt
only the crises of the 1930°s brought Saionji back w prominence.
Why was there so lintle lineal succession? One might mention
Makino or Kido Eaichi. But almost without exception the oli-
garchs performed their last service by failing to provide power-
ful progeny. The abolition of the peerage after World War 11
ended even ceremonial honors, and wday one finds their heirs
scattered throughout society, sometimes in universities, and cer-
tainly far from power.

Most of Japanese society and tradition reinforced this aver-
siod to individual eminence. The nail that sticks out, as the pro-
verb has it, is hammered down. The collectivity has its demands.
But it is particularly true that in politics nothing could be al-
lowed to seem o overshadow the emperor. This was true even
in the dyoamic 1930°%, when no fascist type of leader could
emerge. And today, in milder form, we ses it in the assumption
of Liberal-Democrat party faction leaders that they should have
a fair chance to share power. In the Meiji period the entire ap-
paratus of behind-the-scenes eonsensus tended to make
stays in power unlikely, Recent studies by Akita and Majim show
how jumpy Yamagata became if someone scemed to be getting
too well entrenched in the Prime Minister's office. Everything
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worked for rotation. Seen in length of cabinets, the story is one
of constant change; but scen in consistency of incumbents and
continuity of purpose, it is one of remarkable contimdity, In 1914
Inowe Kaoru visited Okuma Shigenobu. The two fell into recol-
lection of the days when they had worked together in the early
Meiji ministry of finance. “We couldn't have done it without
you,” Inoue sald in effect, and Okuma modestly answered that
they had in Fact done very well withoot him. But then they both
caught themselves and remembered to say that withoot the
august virtue of the Meiji Emperor it never could have been
done ar all.*

The Background and the Serting

It would not do to ket our appreciation of the Merji statesmen
blind us to the advantages of the situation in which they worked.
It is troe that contemporary observers saw little future for Japan,
emphasized its weakness, and exaggerated its instability. Bue the
interest in modernization of the last decade and maore has radi-
cally changed our picture of the nincteenth-century setting for
the Meiji Restoration. It will soffice to simply remind ourselves
af ite features,

R. P. Dore's studies of education and literacy have shown
that Japan was scarccly behind the Western world in ber per-
centage of literate adults, and that a very large proportion of the
population got some schooling outside the family. The im-
portance of this for appropriation of other learning requirements
in modern administraton and industrialization, and the gain for
unity through the government's ability to post its notices and
have them read, to isoe pamphlets and have them reach their
target, must have been incalcolable. The studies of political
thought by Webb, Harootunian, and Earle have shown how Con-
fucian scholarship assimilated the imperial vradition and blended
with Shinth nationalisn. Grant Goodman has traced the rise
and spread of interest in the scientific learning of the West via
the Durch at Magasaki, so that despite the centuries of ssclusion
there was a lively vogue for Western learning long hefore the
coming of Perry. Thomas Smith showed how developments in
agriculture transformed it from the extended family production
of lare medieval times into the modern small-bolding willage
with its responsiveness to market advantages provided by the
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great Tokugawa citics. And Robert Bellah analyzed the codes of
merchant values and practicality that accompanied this develop-
ment in town and country. John Hall best describes the com-
plexity of bureaucratic rationality that replaced the simple feudal
controls of carly Tokugawa times, and Albert Craig and I have
pried to show how these currents camie o focos in individoal Lives
and particular domains in the crisis years of the 1860's. National-
ism was sufhciently pervasive, loyalty sufficiently unchallengeable,
and economic and political problems sofficiendy burdensome o
make most feudal lords glad vo surrender their anthority in re-
trn for honor and reward when the Meiji povernment asked
them to.

Perhaps most important of all was the sense of erisis that
stirred the military elite as the centuries of seclusion were brolen
by the appearance of the West. Confrontation with new weap-
ons, techniques, and enemies, opportunity to compete in appro-
priation of these possibilities, changed forever lives that had
seemed stuck in the torpor of inherited rank and traditional
authority. The discovery that their country was incapable of
resisting the Western threar was decisive for a generation of
samurai. It stirred them to individualism, idealism, resistance,
terror, and finally reform, and omt of it came a determination o
avoid for their descendants the shame and fear that they had
experienced.

The nineteenth-century Japaness thought themselves un-
lucky to be so pressed, and many forcign students have agreed.
There is a large literature which cxplains the inadequacies of
modern Japan's experiment with representative rule in terms of
the short time-span in which it had to be compressed. But there
needs to be more of a literature emphasizing the elements of
good fortune. For it was probably a good deal easier to carch up
in the ninetcenth century than it has been in the twentieth cen-
tury. Japan still had 8 modest population, and the death rawe did
not fall wotil industrialization had heem begun. Andbiotics
might have complicated the picture enormously. And Japan's
speedy change, by eontemporary needs, may even scem leisurely,
Robert Ward points out that "in a number of important respects
the amount of time required for the political modernization of
Japan has not been much shorter than that required in the classic
Western cases.™* And Professor Katd, the sociologist 1 referred
to earlier, groups Japan and America partly because, he suggests,
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their industrialization began at about the same time, after the
civil strife of the nineteenth century,

Even the international climate could have been a good deal
wore. The Western countries alarmed but they did not really
threaten Japap. China and Korea could not help, but neither Jid
they obstruct, and Japan's greater success quickly established her
as the most likely recipient of outside help. Japan grew to power
under the proteetion of the British fleet.

None of this would have sufficed of itself, and nooe of it
lessens the achicvement. But it should belp to keep ws from
making easy transfers from the Japanese experiences to that of
more recently developing societies. The lessons to be drawn are
thost of the importance of preparation, nationalism, of political
stability, and steady motivation, rather than more specific items
of comparison and application,

In Retrospect

There is another dimension of an event Eke the Meiji Res-
toration. It is what it has come to mean for the Japanese. And
it is of relevance o note that while no historian can deny its
paramount importance for Japan and indeed for the modern
world, neither can he forget what sharply divided responses it
has stirred within Japan.

It began in the 1560°. The quick coup that ourmaneuvered
the Tokugawa shogun and drove him into the position of rebel
brought distrost and doubt from many parts of the country.
Then, as the Meiji government grew in strength, ts rivals—he
leaders of the popular rights movement, and conservatives who
i of the degree of westernization—began to see it as a
new kind of interest group, or shogunare, standing between em-
peror and people. The texthooks of the public education system
unwirdngly worked to reinforce some of these doubts. They
taught thar the emperor was virtuous and his people loyal, bath
therefore was the government, whose ministers sometimes pur-
sued selfish ends and betrayed their trust. And since palitics is
mecessarily imperfect, the thrust of the Confucian-moral teaching
wumddlnpplmdﬁ:{gnvunml,mtnfpmim:dlmth
the emperor beyond it.

So it is striking to find that politcal radicals of all persua-
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gions have cdaimed for themselves the mantle and purity of the
Restoration activists. The anarchist EStoku Shiisui, executed in
1911 for alleged complicity in an attack on the emperor's Life,
styled himself a shiski—a man of high purpose—of the Restors-
tion:"* and the ulranationalist and military terrorists of the
1930rs claimed that they, no less, were working for @ Shiwa res-
toration that would complete the work left unfinished by their
Meiji forehears. Thos Nishida Misugi wrote in 1922 that those
who followed the Restoraton leaders “did not understand the
ideal and forgot the wrue principles. They severed the direct rela-
tions between the people and their sacrosanct, sublime and be-
loved Emperor, and put between them a barrier made of stupid,
wicked, and unscrupulous men,™ In present-day Japan one
finds the struggling rightist organizations making determined
efforts to capimalize on the historical effusion of the centennial
and the remembered patriotism of the Meiji Restoration o pre-
pare for another, or perhaps the same, Shiwa Restoration. In-
deed, no one seems quite persuaded the Meiji Restoration finished
its work. The Marxist historians who have long dominated the
Japanese academies continue to write voluminowsly of the ways
in which the Restoration siopped short of fundamental change,
and often evoke a curous correspondence with their rfght-wing
fres,

It would require a different, and longer, discussion to ex-
plore all the reasons for these views. One reason is certainly the
asociation of morality with politics, 2 notion as old as Shintoism
and one renewed by the Restoration claim for the unity of poli-
tics and worship. Total claims produce total discontent, and the
failore of political overturn o produce soludons, at ene blow,
has frequently scemed conclusive for beadstrong young men
impatient with process and insistent on perfection,

In addition, of course, during the years since World War 11
there has developed a new and decper som of discontent with
what the modern state achieved, and a determination that the
injustice and the cost of militarist Japan shall not be forgotten in
praise for the modernization that made it passible.

Out of this comes a sctting in which the centennial celebra-
tion is, in the truest semse, controwversial. Tt has awakened the
decades-long arguroent between intcllectuals and government,
education ministry and teachers; it has stimulated both the right
and beft wings w0 a furry of acivity, fund-raising, and pro-
nouncement. And, taken in conjunction with the dme for re-
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newal or reappraisal of Japan's security links with the United
Staves in the 1970%, it has acquired a dramatic relevance for the
historian who looks for links berween his times and those that
have gone before,
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