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1 PIERRE FRAN COIS SOUYRI

FEUDALISM AND MODERNIZATION IN JAPAN

| DURING THE MEIJI PERIOD. T E IGNORANCE
: j OF THE MEDITERRANEAN WORLD*
f

1. The failure of contacts betweer Japan and Soutn, E urope between
the 16th and 194, centuries
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we
Japan and the

Europe but to be nore precise, from north-west Europe.

When Iwakura Tomomi sailed for America and Europe for a
world round trip from 1871 to 1873 with an important part of the
Japanese government (fwakyry kengai shisetsu), the official delega-

obviously did not interest the officia] Japanese delegation, -
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Tanaka Akira who studied this Japanese embassy explains the
reasons of the choice:

“The Iwakura diplomatic delegation has seen in the United States an
independent and sovereign State one century after its birth. In England
which was like Japan an island country, the Japanese had seen a commer-
cial and industrial power. In France, they had felt the class contradictions
in a civilized country which had been confronted with the ‘bandits’ of the
Commune de Paris. But they also gave some compliments to the presi-
dent Thiers, in charge of the repression, ‘a skilled and experienced politi-

Russia, they compared the Emancipation Act of slaves with the Tand

reforms in Japan... and in Italy they experienced the roots of European
civilization” ?

The embassy travelled many places in Italy (Verona, Firenze,
Roma, Napoli and Venezia) but the Japanese were more impressed
by the recent process of creation of a nation state in the peninsula
(Risorgimento) than by the roman ruins, even if Kume Kunitake,
who as the secretary of the delegation wrote a chronic of this world
round trip, the Bei ou kaign Jikki, explained that he felt in Italy “the
weight of history”.

Naples in particular is described as a poor city with people of
mean appearance, without education and lazy, the most poverty
stricken and dirty town of all the cities visited by the Japanese dele-
gation, wrote Kume® who compares the city to Shanghai!

And when It6 Hirobumi sailed to Europe during the mid 1880's
to inquire after the constitutions and the legal systems of European
countries for the count of the Japanese government, he spent the
most part of his stay in England, France and Germany. On the poli-
tical level, there was nothing to learn from the southern countries
of Europe.

Fukuzawa Yukichi, one of the most prominent intellectuals of

slogan Datsu A Nyit O (Let us leave Asia and join Europe). It was
an exhort to follow the same way as Europe, especially in the tech-
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nological and cultyral matters. When Fukuzawa wrote the word O
(West, Europe), he was thinking to the western civilization as a
whole but more specifically he was referring to the United States,
England, Germany and France. After the 1860's, the modernization

Mediterranean countries which were crossed by the Japanese tra-
vellers during their trip to Europe aroused hardly their attention.
And if it was so, it was for quite exotic reasons: if they had time
during the crossing of the Suez canal, Japanese passengers could

Europe failed to really have a concretization at that time again.

2. Does Japan look like Europe?

Anyway, the comparative economical and military outcomes of
Japan during the last years of the 19th Century and the beginning
of the 20th Century, especially after the victory against Russia in
1905, drove a number of Japanese intellectuals to ask themselves
for the hidden motives of those successes. The generation of the
keiméshisoka, the “enlightners” like Fukuzawa or Nishi Amane had
to fight against the old society, the Ancien regime which was consi-
dered as archaic and feudal. For them, the development of a

of the 19th Century related a story concerning one of his Japanese
students, Fukuda Tokuzs who was studying in Germany economic
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and social history. He remarked that Fukuda was smiling during
one of his conferences when he was explaining the economic deve-
lopment of Europe during the period of the absolute monarchy.
Brentano asked why Fukuda was in such a good mood and
Fukuda replied: “because we had the same kind of process in

exception in the world's history. There was another feudalism born
in the far east of the Eurasia continent, in Japan.




i i

£ 3
|
i |
|
|

G
o o

i

it

G

PIERRE E. SOUYRI

3. If so, Japan has nothing to see with Asia

Where had appeared the European feudalism? In north west
Europe, in the core of the most developing countries at that time,
between the Loire, the Thames and the Rhine. One more time,
when they thought about the West or Europe, the Japanese thought
about North west Europe. But the comparison between North west
Europe and Japan had another important consequence. If Japanese
history looks like European history, it means that Japan has
nothing to see with the other parts of Asia and especially China.
The Japanese scholars, influenced one more time by their European
counterparts, began to see China defeated by Japan in 1895 as a sta-
gnant country. The Chinese stagnation versus the Japanese growth
became at that time another stereotype. China was not able to
renew its social and political structures. China has known a beau-
tiful civilization during the old periods of its history but was now
plunged in under development. China had never been able to go
beyond the stage of Antiquity. As the Greek and Roman civiliza-
tions had fallen in decline, after having handed down the essential
part of their genius to people living in north west Europe, China
had handed down a part of its civilization to Japan without being
able to advance itself. China had stayed in Antiquity stage and its
history process was quite repetitive. China is stagnant. Japan on
the contrary had deeply changed. Japan had known a medieval/
feudal stage and then after like Europe a modern/industrial stage.

In 1906, Hara Katsurd, professor at the Imperial University of
Kybto, published a book Nihon chiisei shi (History of Middle Age in
Japan). He defended a new argument: the new civilization which
growths in Japan during the Middle Ages was not only a superfi-
cial imitation of Chinese culture, but, on the contrary, was a crea-
tion of something completely new and original: it was the Japanese
civilization itself.* For Hara Katsur6, the real birth of Japan as a
nation dated back to the feudal period of Kamakura, when the
country tried to escape massively from the Chinese influences and
became for the first time “independent”, as he wrote. The inde-
pendence of Japan meant for him cultural independence, the birth
of new cultural forms. The emergence of a new warrior middle
class allowed to spread those new cultural forms which he quali-
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fied as “healthy” (kenzen), in comparison with Chinese culfure
almost spread in the Court aristocracy of Kyéto which was quali-
fied as “cosmetic” (hisdteki). For Hara, to run down the Chinese cyl-
ture allowed to emphasize the new warrior culture emerging

pure and vital energy.
It is not difficult to recognize in Hara's explanations the influen-

ti
_ces of German nationalist historians of the 19th Century who saw

this way, Japan is not Asiatic, Japan looks like Europe. But we can
also understand that China and Korea looks like decadent
Mediterranean civilizations. In Shing shis to Nippon (Chinese thon-
ght and Japan) published in 1938, a great scholar like Tsuda Sékichi
could again follow the arguments of Hara and he explained that
China and Japan were two different worlds despite the cultural
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contacts between the two countries. The historical process in China
and Japan were of a different nature. ‘

The Japanese modernization - often understood as westerniza-
tion during the Meiji period - and also the Japanese nationalism in
the first part of the 20th Century have been built up, as we have
seen with those examples, on a north west European pattern which
negates to the Mediterranean civilizations their place in the con-
struction of a modern society. When Japanese thinkers spoke about
greatness of Greece and Rome, it is because they thought Greece
and Rome as grounds of the modern Europe of today. But they only
considered the idea itself, not the concrete contemporaneous socie-
ties. In the same way, the nationalists in Japan before the war had
respect for ancient China but often felt contempt for today's China.
The relative lack of interest in Japan for southern Europe in the
beginning of the 20th Century should be related to the Japanese
ideology itself. The Mediterranean World is put in a category, the
one of Ancient Times, vanished civilizations, ruins.... This refers to

another image: the image of a stagnant and backward Asia of
which Japan tries to escape. ‘

4. South Europe and south east Asia?

The Japanese historians today do not like to use the word feu-
dalism as it was always used in the pre- and after-war period.
Amino Yoshihiko for example has published in 1997 a “History of
Japanese Society” (Nihon shakai no rekishi) in which the word feu-
dalism is really scarcely used. Feudalism as a concept compels the
historian to compare Japan with western societies. Japanese histo-
rians, especially historians of medieval periods, prefer today to
analyse Japanese history in the context of Asia history (Ajia no naka
no Nihon no rekishi) and if comparisons are necessary, they prefer to
compare Japan and Korea, Japan and China, Japan and South-east
Asia. Journalists have recently tossed out the provocative idea
Datsu O nyi A ( Let us leave Europe and join Asia) which is, of
course, an allusion to the slogan of Fukuzawa Yukichi one century
ago. This means that there is a new interest in Japan not only for
business in Asia but also to reconsider the historical judgements on
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the past of the Far East societies. Now there is also a new interest
in Japan for Mediterranean societies, especially south European
societies. This international conference may be linked to this revi-
val. We can see this phenomenon in literature: the novels of Ogawa
Kunio in the post war period had yet a taste of exoticism® but the
allusions to Mediterranean “art de vivre” in recent Murakami
Haruki's novels seems to have more deeply influenced the new

restaurants or the new interest of Japanese tourists for Italy, Spain
and Greece seems to mean something new:.

The partial collapse of the productivist ideology which domina-
ted Japanese society since the end of the past century seems to have

drawing to a close. Because Japan has to see in a new way his rela-
tions ships with its neighbours, because the representations of the
Orient (T6y0) are changing,® because the model of civilization
dominated by the Anglo Saxon world has reached his limits in a
certain way, the Japanese are looking nowadays to a different way
the non north-western civilizations, The disintegration of the old ‘
ideology which denigrated both East Asia and South Europe as a
model, push the people in Japan to Tecognize now the qualities of
other old cultures like those of China and South east Asia, and

Notes

* I have to thank Professor Nishimoto Kéji for his remarks and his help for this
paper.

' On these problems, see Jacques Proust, 1997, L'Europe au prisme dy Japon, XV]e-
XVlle, Paris, Albin Michel, who insists on the historical role of the Dutch screws
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of the VOC in Nagasaki as “cultural mediators” between the whole Western civi.
lization and Japan.

* Tanaka Akira, 1977, hwakyrg shisetsudan, Kédansha, p.170.

* Quoted by Tanaka, p-167.

* Quoted by Ishii Susumuy, 1971, Nihon ni okeru chisei no hakken to song imi, in
“Sébun”, 93,

* Ibidem. :

* Hara Katsurs, 1978, Nihon chisei shi, republished by Kédansha, p-40.

” Pierre F, Souyri, 1984, Ayx racines du consensys; | Ecriture de I'histoire ay Japon, in
Japon, Le consensys: mythe et réalités, Paris, Economica, '

* More than South Europe, the novels take place in east mediterranean world,

* Stefan Tanaka, 1993, Japan's Orient, Rendering Past into History, Um'versity of
California Presgs,




