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Interdisciplinary Study on Japan’s modern Nation-Building

Heui-Yeob Seong

Department of International and Area Studies, Graduate School,

Pukyong National University

ABSTRACT

This paper is an analysis of Japan's modern nation-building process, namely
its characteristics and . reasons for success, beginning in the 1800s where
Western forces /first emerged in Japanese ' society to the entering into force of
the Meiji Constitution, which completed the modern Japanese nation.

With the Western forces entering into the Asian region, most nations including
China and Chosun lost their status as independent nations and fell to colonial, or
semi—colonial status. However, Japan retained its independence despite having
signed five unequal treaties; and even succeeded at building a modern nation by
putting in place a modern-nation=state system:and constitutional monarchy, and
went on to amend its unequal treaties previously signed by the bakufu
(shogunate).

The question on how Japan successfully made its transition onto the modern
age while its neighbors China and Japan were forced to accept modernity by
exterior forces remains a very classic topic, but is at the same time always a
novel one. This dissertation sets out to look into this very same question,
utilizing unique analyses which will complement the limits of existing ones.

There exist numerous dissertations and theories on Japan's modern

nation-building. Of those Max Weber and Charles Tilly’s theories were most
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helpful to this research. However, to rely entirely on Weber and Tilly would
render the research lopsided, by having to focus either on military and
socio—economic aspects or on the systematic aspect, and the nation-state of
modernity is clearly too complex and immense to do rely on such narrow a
focus. The modern nation-state i1s a great organism comprised of various
factors, such as the formation of modern consciousness and individual, the
formation of the modern state system, the formulation of international relations,
and so on.

Japanese academia also has a tendency to lean towards the socio—economic
aspects only. Therefore analyzing Japan's nation-building on a composite level
based on Japanese academia would prove to be limited. This 1s why in this
dissertation, a new framework for analyzing Japanese nation-building has been
created to study /the modern nation ons.individual, mnational. and international
levels.

On an individual level, the analysis focuses on the birth of the modern
consciousness and the modern leaders;, on a national level, the military system
and the economy system as representative of the modern nation-state; on an
international level the amendments of unequal treaties and /the formation or
modern judiciary systems as well as the formation. of modern international
relations.

Through these analyses, this “dissertation focuses on the leaders of modern
Japanese nation-building. The difference that enabled Japan to succeed in
building a modern nation, as opposed to China and Chosun, lies in its agents of
change. The national leaders of China and Chosun were corrupt, incompetent
and ignorant of world affairs, whereas their Japanese counterparts were well
acquainted with public morality, modern science and technology as well as the
new world order. The Japanese leadership was also very keen on transforming
the feudal system into building a modern nation-state.

The reason why Japan successfully established the modern nation-state, despite

conflict between its new government leaders and even civil war, lies in the very
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fact that such modern leaders were present. The formation of the modern leader
was not possible simply because the Meiji Revolution was a successful
revolution. In fact, the formation of modern leadership began a long time before
the advent of the Meiji Revolution, from a great historic movement that was
formed from inside the Tokugawa system and progressed towards the modern
state system.

The first stage of this movement is the formation of modern consciousness and
the second the formation of modern leadership. The Japanese modern
consciousness began to form in the mid-1700s and escalated at the beginning of
the 1800s as Japan faced external crises, and._ after the signing of unequal
treaties proceeded onto- become 'a political doctrine of the revolutionary
movement as the modern state agents were established.

The first stage, the formation of the medern consciousness; began at the end
of the 1700s, when the Tokugawa feudal system was at its maturity. The
1deological shift/that prepared the Tokugawa system for modernity began on the
separate paths of rangaku and neo-Confucianism. Fangaku began to be accepted
with the publication of Sairanlgen and reached its climax with the translation of
Kaitai Shinsho. The new. world order that was introduced to Japan through the
means of Western “science, -technology, geography, history, ~politics and culture
contributed greatly to Japan's learning of the moedern scientific mindset as well
as providing the turning point for forming its modern world order, beyond the
Sino—centric world order they previously adhered to. Based on this new
perspective on the world order, the rangakuists of the late feudal era began to
criticize the bakufu system and its external policies, as well as providing an
alternative for its economic system. Two of its representatives are Yokoi
Shonan and Sakuma Shozan.

As the Tokugawan feudal system enjoyed steady development, for the first
time in Japanese history was the economic society formed. The merchant and
urbanite classes started searching for a new ideological horizon on their identity

and social relations based on their economic power. It was based on this
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socio—economic change that neo—Confucianists such as Ogyu Sorai and Yokoi
Shonan began to systemize their ideological search on the “public world” and
“political world”, as a separate stream of thought form that of classic
rangakuists.

Ogyu Sorai oriented towards Confucianism which would realize the rule of
right over Confucianism as simply a concept of neo—Confucianism. He also
aimed to establish unique moral standards in the political arena. It is thanks to
Sorai that private and public debates began to be distinguished as separate from
one another, and that individual morality and the political public sphere began to
separate as well. Sorai was the first. neo—Confucianist that publicized and
systemized real politics. -Yokoi Shonan struggled to formulate an comprehensive
social order beyond the Sung dynasty’s Confucianism’s concept of the “public
sphere”, which emphasized the mindset of. its politicians and methodologies of
studying society. The Meiji Revolution, a revolution of modern politics, was only
possible because of these great historical movements that' led Japan towards its
modern system.

The modern consciousness, once formulated, progressed as a great historic
flow, and was not under any ecircumstances irreversible by  an individual or a
group of individuals. It only awaited the emergence of agents that would take
the lead of this movement and direct it towards-actual change.

However, the jyonin, who were-formed by the end of the Tokugawa bakufu,
(as opposed to the Western merchant classes) did not own the means of
production needed for becoming the modern industrial capitalist class, and
neither did they possess the mental power to drive the new society forward.
The jyonin class was simply a bourgeoisie, whose main profession was
moneylending. The daimyo of the peripheries, who were once the opposition of
the Tokugawa regime, began to settled own in Edo, thence drowned themselves
in luxurious and flamboyant lifestyles and so their animosity towards the
Tokugawa gradually faded. The ronin, who once secretly dream of change, gave

up on their ideals as the Tokugawa period enjoyed its stable development, and
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began to merge into its era of serenity. Modern changes would have to wait
until the advent of lower-class samurai, who recognized external threats as a
national crisis.

The second stage, the modern leaders, began forming as Japan faced external
crisis: the emergence of the West. As external threats escalated, modern
consciousness transformed into the Sonnojoi movement(& 25, Respect for the
Emperor, Expel the Barbarians) and combined with the Joshu and Satsuma
revolutions formed a revolutionary force that would propel a movement towards
realistic change. Whereas in the West the bourgeoisie, armed with capitalistic
production and Christian mindset-succeeded at-bringing down the feudal system
and realizing a modern civil revolution, in Japan the lower samurai class, armed
with public morality “and a modern view on the world order grew from inside
the ruling class, became the leaders of change, and took over the power from
the bakufu.

With the success of the Meiji Revolution, the leaders of change transformed
into the leaders of modern nation—building through a fierce debate on ideology.
They became the central members of the Iwakura Mission and experienced
first-hand the scientific, “technologic, political, and societal systems of the West.
As they returned from the- Mission, they set out the blueprint for a modern
constitutional system, and ecarried. out revolutionary social reforms, such as the
dissolution of the feudal system;-activation of universal education, and abolition
of the class system. Furthermore, they set Japan on a path toward modern
nation formation, with the foundation of military, economic, and judicial systems.
It was those revolutionary forces that continued to lead Japan’'s nation-building
even after the success of the Meiji Revolution. The critical difference between
Japan as opposed to China and Chosun lies in this : the differences in their
leaders. The agents that led modern nation-building in Japan set its path
towards modernity based on regional, ideological, and political homogeneity that
was formulated even before the Meiji Revolution. Even though they remain

under heavy criticism even today under claims that they were too oligarchic,



and were scrutinized by liberal democrats, without Joshu and Satsuma as
leaders of change originating from revolutionary han, Japan would not have
succeeded at its timely duties : revolution and gaining its status as an

independent nation-state.

Keywords - Japan's modern Nation-Building, Meiji Revolution, modern

nation-state, rangaku, Iwakura Mission, Japan's modern constitutional system
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