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PROLOGUE

Harumi and Heisaku


My kimono, the colour of rust. Central Tokyo, cars whizzing around me. Sitting inside a car with my friend, a mountain of boiled eggs in front of us. My sister’s sickroom. Standing, staring at her water-blue futon as she sleeps. She’s frowning. Flowers in a garden. Someone’s fingers. Three men in a coffee shop. Flowers again – a field of yellow flowers. Inside a plane. A banyan tree. An Indian bookshop, shelves heavy with books. I worry they’re going to spill down on top of me. A man removing his glasses …



Harumi stopped speaking, and opened her eyes. A face appeared briefly in a dusty shaft of daylight: tired but noble, framed by thin grey hair. A black scarf was tucked inside a kimono of dark silk.

‘You’re ill. You’re suffering.’

The man’s words were slightly slurred and indistinct; his eyesight had mostly gone, years before, and now a series of strokes were eating away at his powers of movement and speech. And yet this was the softest voice that Harumi had ever heard. She wasn’t being handed a diagnosis, nor being idly discussed as a case study. She was being seen, in a way no one – herself included – had ever managed before. Many years later Harumi remembered that voice as sending cool water coursing through a mind and body so desiccated, so brittle, that she feared the lightest of touches would break her.

The voice belonged to Kosawa Heisaku, a devout Buddhist and Japan’s first Freudian psychotherapist. Sitting in a chair behind Setouchi Harumi, who was lying on his couch, he stayed mostly silent as she allowed thoughts, images, fantasies and worries to tumble out of her, at random and uncensored, into the musty wooden stillness.

Harumi and Heisaku: two lives – overlapping for a few brief months in the mid-1960s – which together spanned most of Japan’s tumultuous modern era. As a boy in the early 1900s, the young Heisaku’s heart had been set racing by the crackle of gunfire resounding across the fields near his home. Japan’s new professional, conscript army on manoeuvres, immaculate in European-style uniforms and tiny, tight moustaches, had been hurriedly established a generation before, amidst the menace of heavily armed Western steamships materializing off the country’s coast. This army’s stunning victories over China and then Russia were already immortalized in vivid posters and commemorative postage stamps pored over by the young boy and thousands like him. A little over a century later, an octogenarian Harumi would protest against her country’s faded sense of purpose. A precipitous return to nuclear power after triple disasters in 2011 – earthquake, tsunami and nuclear meltdown – threatened, she would say, to further shake people’s confidence in Japan and its leaders. Proposed revisions to Japan’s pacifist constitution, opening up the prospect of renewed self-assertion in East Asia, seemed to her a poor and dangerous substitute for real political direction.

Heisaku and Harumi: two lives lived at the reflective, apprehensive fringes of modern Japan. Harumi was in her forties when they met, a novelist approaching her lowest point just as all around her the heyday of the akarui seikatsu – the ‘bright life’ – animated a city many of whose neighbourhoods had been reduced to ashes and bone just twenty years before. Tokyo was now the pulsating centrepiece of Japan’s ‘economic miracle’. Music and fashion filled the bars and streets, critics hailed a golden age of literature and cinema, and brand new super-fast shinkansen trains were being rolled out just in time to serve as a symbol of Japan’s progress as the world’s athletes and sports fans limbered up for the city’s hosting of Asia’s first Olympic games.

Harumi had in recent years come through the ignominy still attached to divorce. She had successfully battled accusations of pornography against her early writing – literature remained for the most part a man’s world, with intimate writing by women not always welcomed. And she had built friendships amongst Tokyo’s celebrated community of writers and artists. She would soon stand next to Mishima Yukio as he rang the bell at the home of Kawabata Yasunari, his hand clenched white-knuckle tight around a congratulatory bottle of sake as he steeled himself to celebrate with Kawabata the Nobel Prize in Literature that he felt should have been his. Harumi had found richness too in her relationships with the tangle of competing men who inspired one of her greatest works: Natsu no Owari (‘The End of Summer’).

And yet of late she had started to worry her friends. A wry, probing conversational style had become more and more intense, verging on the obsessive. She would start talking and be unable to stop, sometimes running on for a whole night. One day she came close to injuring herself absently trying to walk up the descending escalator in one of Tokyo’s exclusive department stores.

The old consulting room to which all this had led her, with its ageing couch and chair, testified to a life of great industry drawing to a marginal, faintly disappointed close. Heisaku’s bookshelf proudly announced the latest psychological insights of the 1930s, 40s and 50s – a series of exciting new dawns already for the most part forgotten by a newer generation of psychologists and therapists. Outside, beyond the curtained window, lay the Tokyo suburb of Den-en-chōfu. Japan’s pre-war attempt at the British and American ‘garden city’ ideal of affordable houses set out along wide tree-lined streets had long since turned into a celebrity- and politician-infested Beverly Hills.

Over the last thirty years, Heisaku had ministered to hundreds of people both here and further afield. Farmers and brothel-owners, civil servants, schoolgirls and sushi chefs had all passed across the couch on which Harumi now lay. He had failed, however, to claim his nation as a whole for Freud. Even now, with American culture cascading through Japan’s music and film scenes, its schools and universities, its fashion and forms of politics and commerce, somehow America’s fascination with psychoanalysis and therapy was failing to rub off. Through his window this increasingly frail man looked on in puzzlement as his fellow Tokyoites said ‘yes’ to pop, television and short skirts, and mostly ‘no’ to the inner world that Freud had so vividly opened up for him.

Puzzlement there may have been for Heisaku, but not surprise. His two heroes in life – Sigmund Freud and a medieval Japanese Buddhist saint called Shinran – both taught that people, even entire societies, become deeply attached to particular images of themselves, to the point where they can’t or won’t see anything else. They get hooked on particular stories about who they are and what they are for. It is easy to see why. A good story offers purchase on life. It helps to herd the happenings and anxieties of past, present and future into some coherent, meaningful whole. But cherished stories can become so powerful that people suffer in serving them – and suffer too if forced to probe or part with them. And though a story may give shape to a single life or nation, it risks doing so at the cost of a steady loss of the ability to see, think and imagine otherwise – about one’s self or one’s home.

The world outside Heisaku’s window – peaceful, prosperous, lively and safe – provided fuel for a particularly compelling story about Japan. It was a powerful force in the country’s mainstream politics and media, widely accepted abroad (indeed, partly fashioned there), and altogether too good to give up. It was a story, almost a morality tale, of successful, hard-won modernization. A modest Asian country rises rapidly and purposefully to a parity of sorts with the advanced seafaring empires of the West; briefly, it descends into corruption and cruelty and is deservedly crushed; but then it soars again, becoming Asia’s economic giant. Modern state-builders, imperialists and militarists make way for a peaceful supremacy fashioned from high technology, the sweat of pliant salarymen, and later a ‘soft power’ of tourism and cherry blossoms, intelligent anime and cutesy pop.

Japan’s dramatic rise, fall and resurgence across the twentieth century was real enough. But this by itself didn’t explain a seemingly unshakeable commitment at home and around the world to this one story about Japan, all but eclipsing a wealth of conflicting, complicating evidence emerging from the late nineteenth century onwards. When the post-war boom years finally turned to bust in the 1990s – fears for their financial future, compounded by apprehension over China’s rise and later the tick-tick-tick of a demographic time bomb (ageing society, low birth rate) – there was a deep sense of shock amongst people in Japan. This was not the country that politicians and much of the media had led them to believe they were living in, and working for. There was surprise abroad too, combined with a stubborn commitment to the modernization story. Coverage of the country’s struggling economy was offset by a continuing, fascinated association of ‘Japan’ with neon signage, bustling commuter hubs, quirky habits and fads, and the latest things to be achieved with moulded plastic and electronic circuitry. Even the country’s social problems seemed ultra-modern: young people exchanging human relationships for animal-petting cafés; robot care-givers for the elderly.

Where did this story derive such power? First, from an investment in Japan by outsiders of tremendous hope; a need, born in the latter half of the nineteenth century but never really disappearing, to see vindicated there the claims that Western-style modernization and modernity had made for themselves: rapid progress in understanding and controlling the physical and social worlds, albeit with jolts and reversals along the way; ever-improving standards of living; and the eventual banishing to museums, memorials and history books of all that is wrong or unsettling in human thought and behaviour. A second source was the great hope invested by many Japanese in closing the gap between what mid nineteenth-century critics (Japanese and Western alike) insisted was a feudal backwater and the major industrial, trading and military powers of Europe and America.

Japan ended up serving as modernity’s poster-child not once but twice. First around the turn of the twentieth century, when the Western world was tickled and gratified by the sight of besuited ex-samurai suddenly going about civilized urban business, from banking to tram-riding to democratic politics. And then for a second time, in the ‘bright life’ era of Harumi and Heisaku’s meeting. The period in between, with its bloody ideological and military conflicts, was relegated to the status of a bump in the road. The popular phrase ‘dark valley’ said it all – a troubling but temporary stretch of terrain, passed through and left behind.

Western observers tempted to paint Japan in primary colours extolled, alongside the thrillingly modern, a culture marked by depth and subtlety of insight, from its pre-modern poetry to its film-making. Here was a second influential story about Japan, developed, as the modernization story was, through a combination of Japanese and Western efforts. It told of a land especially blessed, perhaps by the gods, with a distinctive genius emerging in its people and their culture across enormous stretches of time, preserved by seeking always to balance the reception of outside ideas with a clear sense of what makes Japan ‘Japan’.

China long weighed heaviest with the tellers of this second story. Acutely aware of Chinese influence on Japanese culture – from rice cultivation to written language, from Buddhist thought and architecture to the values by which people lived and rulers ruled – some sought to create a clear distinction between the ‘rationalistic Chinese’ and the more intuitive, poetical Japanese. Others pitted an understated Japanese refinement against the commercial grasping and general barbarism of odiferous early modern European traders, pointless trinkets filling the holds of their enormous ocean-going vessels.

Modern Western technology, from steam power to machine tools, gave the boldest of these storytellers little more than momentary pause for thought. It was soon claimed that such astonishing material advancement could only have been purchased at the cost of the Western soul. With help from Western romantics who fell hard for what they soon discovered of the philosophy and aesthetics of the ‘East’, there emerged in this story of national exceptionalism a promising sub-plot: a spiritually bankrupt ‘West’ is saved by a far-away Asian country where intuitive wisdom and closeness to nature have always been properly valued and preserved. In Japan, modernity would be achieved without the tragic side effects so obvious in Europe and America – the greed, the arrogance, the slums.

In the middle decades of the twentieth century, with the United States first on Japan’s doorstep and then for seven years actually across the threshold and running its affairs, much was made of the gulf between American and Japanese ‘selves’ and psychological types. Differences were explored and speculated upon between American versus Japanese family structures, parenting styles, norms of behaviour, even toilet habits. Americans were said to be individualistic and assertive, head-based this-or-that people; Japanese preferred the warm embrace of the group, of rules, and also of ambiguity, raised with a ‘both-and’ sensibility that Westerners were liable to mistake for passivity or an inability to make decisions.

Where poets, intellectuals, politicians, soldiers and psychologists had all helped to weave versions of this second story down the years, by Harumi and Heisaku’s time major contributions were on the horizon from the worlds of mass media and tourism. People at home in Japan and abroad could barely believe the pace at which the country bounced back from wartime devastation. As the Tokyo Olympics opened to great international fanfare in the autumn of 1964, and Ian Fleming bestowed on Japan the singular honour of serving as backdrop for a James Bond book – You Only Live Twice, complete with fantasy love interest ‘Kissy Suzuki’ – a market began to open up, both domestic and international, for scholarly insights into what made the Japanese tick. Japanese travel and advertising companies began to encourage locals and visitors alike not just to see something of the country – but to see it as special.

These two stories were not merely interpretations of events in Japan. Much in the country’s modern history turned on their power actually to shape reality: operating separately or in uneasy combinations (could the country be a beacon of a universal modernity and yet ‘unique’ at the same time?), while suppressing rival accounts of ‘Japan’ – of people and projects and movements that didn’t quite fit.

*

Harumi sought out Heisaku because her own story was starting to kill her. As it melted gradually away on his couch, she experienced not so much a loss as an unburdening. In place of ikiru, to live, she discovered ikasareru, to be lived or lived through. In place of umareru, to be born, was umaresaserareru, to be borne forth, by something. And in place of her plans and schemes and everything she usually paid attention to in the world, all the rest of life: rich, active and forever moving her along. After years of living within a single story, Harumi learned to imagine otherwise about herself – and radically so.

Over the next ten years she moved from Freud via Carl Jung and Christianity to Buddhism, shaving her head and taking the vows of a Buddhist nun. With the new name of Setouchi Jakuchō she became one of the best-known Buddhists in Japan, finishing one century and beginning the next as the scourge of her country’s underperforming politicians and a comforter of the distressed. She often credited Heisaku with inspiring her personal style, used in her public talks and one-to-one meetings. And though most Japanese came to know her name, while few knew Heisaku’s, the two of them shared the same calling: ministering to modern, malfunctioning stories.

This was spiritual and psychological work ideally suited to the country and the age in which Harumi and Heisaku met. People have always sought, told and lived according to stories. But there was a rare urgency and intensity to this across much of the modern era in Japan. In the mid-1800s, a country that had previously controlled its contact with the outside world was forced dramatically to ramp up those relationships – ‘opened up’ to the West at gunpoint, during the high noon of European colonialism and the early years of American expansionism. Acute strategic insecurity and a cascade of incoming ideas – from science and technology through to philosophy, politics and the arts – brought two related and enduring crises: of independence and identity.

Japan’s great novelist Natsume Sōseki likened his country’s experience here to a person who is awakened by a fire-bell and jumps out of bed. It was a shock that shaped the decades to come. People were subject to unprecedented interventions in their lives from leaders motivated by ambition and anxiety for Japan’s standing in the world. The rhetoric of national emergency was an almost constant feature of life right up to the mid-1900s. These leaders were intent upon harnessing new technologies – from a nationwide network of classrooms to factories, discussion groups and broadsheets – in order to impress upon people the threat from abroad and the need to meet it by building a unified and purposeful modern nation. The devastation of Japan’s mid twentieth-century wars did not put an end to these hectoring intrusions; they took on the gentler, more intimate form of a deeply influential mass media – newspapers, radio and television – whose critics charged that it combined wide reach with a narrow notion of the nation.

Alongside being pressured to play their allotted part in an evolving national story – on pain, depending upon the times, of being deemed selfish, anti-social, un-Japanese, or even treasonous – people in modern Japan had to sift for themselves a dizzying array of insights about the world, domestic and foreign, historical and contemporary. The opportunities and difficulties involved were felt earliest and most acutely in rapidly changing late nineteenth-century cities, and in particular by a burgeoning middle class whose members strove to fashion rationales that could bring order and contour to the unwieldy present, and offer reassuring projections for the future.

Tokyo’s transformation by the early 1900s was treated by enthusiast and critic alike as paradigmatic, a sign of things to come for the rest of Japan. Leafing lovingly through ‘One Hundred Famous Views’ of that great city, completed by the woodblock print artist Hiroshige as recently as the 1850s, a pessimist might glance out of the window and conclude that the bitterest of exchanges had been made. The soft burble of river water washing languidly along beneath willow trees and rainbow-curved wooden bridges, past the occasional family on foot, paper umbrellas in hands – for the screech of iron-wheeled rickshaws, the incessant clop and clatter of horse-drawn buses, the din of traffic. A crystal-clear sky above low-rise homes and welcoming, open-fronted shops, its spaciousness deepened rather than disturbed by the birds and kites that dotted it by day and the glow of lantern light from below at night – for an ever-worsening chaos of construction, of mixed styles and materials and qualities, eating up street space and thrusting ever upwards, their façades sprouting national flags, shop signs and advertising posters, telegraph lines spooling outwards from the brickwork to form a thickening lattice with the tram wires running above the streets. And the people! You rarely saw more than handfuls at a time in Hiroshige. But here they were pouring in from across the country, bustling and jostling, dodging around the tram traffic and hurriedly getting on with who knew what …

This was not merely a problem of under-planned urbanization or a rather prosaic dislike of the new. Where the early architects of Japan’s modernization story saw in the city proof of progress, others detected imposition and imposture. They encountered modernity not as a natural development but as a ‘thing’, a foreign import. They tried to touch it and trace its contours, recall its ‘before’ and identify its potential ‘after’; probe its logic, and search for any space that might be left – uncontaminated – around or beneath it. Like Indian contemporaries scouring their cultural landscape for pockets of life free from the taint of British colonialism – the privacy of home life, spirituality, the feted purity of women’s hearts – Japanese novelists, philosophers, ethnologists and others sought some means with which to survive this interloper.

There was keen interest from the country’s commentariat in those who couldn’t or didn’t want to cope. An individual’s distress, it was thought, could be read alternately as a sign of society’s success or of its taking a wrong turn. From the 1870s, Japanese newspapers debated shinkei suijaku (nervous exhaustion, or ‘neurasthenia’) and its relationship with the challenges of modern life: new kinds of bureaucratic tasks; an ever-quickening pace of life into which people were bullied and then trapped; the pressure to dress, eat, read and behave in certain ways; and various public responsibilities in building up the nation. Attention later shifted to hanmon (existential distress), thought to affect the young especially, and by the early 1930s one could find talk of sarariman no kyōfu: the anxiety of Japan’s first generation of salaryman, whom a consumerist society pressured into wanting more than he could afford. His lot in life was to shuttle on crowded trains between an insecure job where his skills were treated as commodities rather than gifts, and a home life marred by an atmosphere of ‘icy separation’ from a wife who blamed him rather than society for her dreams going unfulfilled. One could see the desperate fallout from this, claimed the author of Sarariman: Kyōfu no jidai (‘Salaryman: Age of Anxiety’) (1930), in men’s ‘boisterous dancing’ in the new urban dance halls, or in their ‘silent endurance’.

All sorts of physical, dietary, spiritual and psychological ‘cures’ were advertised for addressing modernity’s ills. They were joined in the 1930s by extreme political ‘solutions’: the violent removal of creeping Anglo-American influence in Asia, responsible, it was felt, for alienating people from their cultural roots. And yet Japanese distress was not, as the ideologues promised, eliminated through force of arms. For all the world-class achievements in science and sport, technology, business and the arts that soon filled the pages of post-war newspapers, the parsing of people’s pain for clues to society’s ills went on. Particular attention was paid to the young, from school refusal in the 1960s to hikikomori in the early twenty-first century: men (for the most part) who physically avoided or rejected society by shutting themselves away at home. As Japan prepared to host the Summer Olympics for a second time, in 2020, karō utsubyō and karōshi were never far from the headlines – people made to strive so hard for some civic or corporate ideal that they worked themselves into depression, and even to death.

Here was a nation wrestling with itself across more than a century and a half, searching for the right guiding story or stories. The process played out across politics and music, art and philosophy, conflict at home and abroad, family and work life, dance and religion, literature, folklore and film. It is still going on.

This book explores those struggles, reflecting along the way on stories in general: how they are seeded and how they grow and spread like vines, supporting or entangling whole societies; how they take unexpected turns; how they may be lost and recovered. This seems, in the early twenty-first century, to matter more than ever. We know now the unpredictable paths that modernization can take, the surprising range of flavours in which ‘modernity’ comes, and the frightening speed at which national purpose can unravel and people, or peoples, be forced to think again. Modern Japan offers a compelling case study in the sort of wrestling that lies behind – and ahead – of us all.

*

At the end of each session Harumi would pause by Heisaku’s front door for a moment, stepping back into her shoes. ‘He would compliment me on my kimono or my handbag,’ she later recalled – ‘alas, never on my looks …’ These were basic gentlemanly gestures for a man of Heisaku’s generation. And yet Harumi found that they were the final, essential element in each of their encounters: somehow a reminder that she was being seen in a much broader, richer way than she was usually able to see herself – a reminder that there was more there to see.

Stories are a very human compromise. We cannot simply inhabit them, unquestioning, but nor are we able fully to discern them, see around them, and so decide for ourselves how tightly they should grasp us. To live and flourish somewhere in between requires, for nations as for individuals, effort without end. But, as Harumi found, this is the only home we have.

[image: Image]
Kosawa Heisaku (1897–1968) and Setouchi Harumi (1922–), pictured in the 1960s.
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Part One



WEAVING, TEARING
(1850S TO 1910S)




1

Japan Goes Global

The encounter ended with the gift of a small piece of white cloth. The American Commodore Matthew C. Perry delivered it to his samurai interlocutors along with a message that he had crossed the Atlantic, sailed around Africa and India, and finally crept up the coast of China to convey. Written on vellum, bound in blue silk velvet, and presented in a box of rosewood and gold, it was from his president, Millard Fillmore. The President gently and respectfully encouraged his ‘great and good friend’ the Emperor of Japan to open up his country – to trade, to friendship and to the supply of passing American vessels with fuel, food and water.

The choreography of Perry’s visit, in July 1853, was more forceful than his president’s prose. Reading up on Japan in the New York Public Library, he had come to believe that only firm displays of power and intent would get through to its people. So when he stepped ashore near the entrance to Edo Bay, he did so in the company of one hundred sailors, one hundred Marines, and two military bands. Perry marched up the beach with the two largest and most threatening-looking men of his squadron by his side, both given extra weapons to wear for the occasion.

Hosts far outnumbered guests. Thousands of samurai were arrayed along the beach and up a nearby hill; on foot and on horseback, armed with swords, spears and guns. But they struck Perry as a small and effeminate bunch, drawn up in ragged formation with local villagers allowed to gawp through the gaps at their foreign visitors. Perry thought that his own men, by contrast, exuded strength and discipline, despite some being kept up the night before by the sound of Japanese carpenters hurriedly constructing a pavilion in which to welcome them. Cannon fire advertised the advanced military might lying just out to sea. Here, on the beach, the proud strains of ‘Hail, Columbia’ completed the effect.

Then came the piece of cloth. In the midst of all the red-carpet ceremony – drawn out by the laborious back and forth of interpretation via Dutch – the message conveyed by the handing over of that single object cut right through. Should you refuse my president’s generously expressed requests, Perry made clear, there will be a war. And you will need this to surrender with.

Point made, and promising to return for an answer the following year, Perry led his four towering vessels out to sea. Hulls coated in pitch, and two spewing smoke from their funnels, they soon entered into Japanese folklore as the kurofune, the ‘black ships’ – omens of dark days ahead.

Japan’s ruling Tokugawa shogunate and its allies were in disarray. They had avoided outright conflict with the Americans, 200-year-old flintlocks resting unused (and possibly unloaded) in samurai hands as the very latest in steam-powered technology cruised away into the distance. But their hold on Japan’s borders and internal politics alike had been slipping for some time now. These exquisitely rude and troublingly persistent foreigners, likened by one Japanese commentator to ‘flies around a bowl of rice’, looked like being the final straw.

How different it had all been at the beginning. In the second half of the 1500s, three great warlords had worked steadily to stitch the country back together again under one rule, following centuries of rivalry and conflict between powerful regional lords. Tokugawa Ieyasu was the last of the three, winning a decisive battle at Sekigahara in 1600 and receiving from the Emperor in Kyoto three years later his formal appointment as Shogun: ‘barbarian-subduing generalissimo’. He proceeded to subdue Emperor, provincial rivals and foreign powers alike.

With the Emperor, Ieyasu employed culture as political chloroform. Japan’s capital, Kyoto, was to remain a place of refined study, ritual and poetry – and very little else. Anything that looked like debate or the pursuit of power would attract the unforgiving attentions of Tokugawa samurai retainers. A large contingent was soon quartered within menacingly easy reach of the Imperial Palace, in a new residence built by the ever-vigilant Ieyasu: Nijō Castle was constructed with ‘nightingale floors’, designed to emit a bird-like squeak when stepped on – depriving would-be assassins of the element of surprise.

The Tokugawa shogunate had its main base in a former fishing village called Edo, which underwent rapid development from the early 1600s as a centre of national power. Hilly areas were flattened out, watery ones filled with earth. Thousands of labourers were conscripted to ransack a far-away peninsula for its granite. They brought the enormous pieces to Edo by barge, and then honed and stacked them to form a steeply angled defensive perimeter, nearly eleven miles long, for an enormous castle compound. Life within those walls, whose tops passers-by had to crane their necks to make out, remained largely a mystery to an expanding city population whose homes and shops and livelihoods were arranged around them. Few would ever get close to the intricate corridor networks, the screens of gold leaf and delicate brushwork, and the fragrant, polished wood amidst which Japan’s first family set about forging and ruling a nation.

Japan’s regional lords (daimyō) – around two hundred of them in the early 1600s – were kept in line via a signature Tokugawa mix of persuasion and coercion. An alternate attendance system (sankin kōtai) required daimyō and their staff to reside every other year in this emerging de facto capital, inside sprawling homes newly constructed outside the castle compound – the more loyal they were, the closer they lived to those soaring structures. Edo was soon a city of half a million souls: samurai residing in the ‘high city’; those who served their needs populating the ‘low city’. During the year they spent back in their largely independent domains, with their own up-and-coming castle towns, daimyō were required to leave their wives and children behind in Edo – effectively as hostages.

Along with the obvious surveillance advantages of sankin kōtai – the system was set up so that at any one time, half of all daimyō would be in Edo, and mostly within sight of the castle – came the benefit of all but bankrupting many of these lords. They were forced to make ruinously expensive journeys with a large retinue (some had more than a thousand retainers and servants in tow) to and from ruinously expensive Edo residences, which considerations of relative status forced many to build and furnish in grand style. In addition, the shogunate required contributions of money and labour from daimyō: towards building a bridge, a shrine or a castle like Nijō, or else shoring up coastal defences. In return for all this, the shogunate recognized and guaranteed domain (han) borders, meaning that daimyō need worry much less about their neighbours than they had in recent centuries.

When it came to foreign powers, the Tokugawa strategy was careful management backed by threat of force. Iberian traders and missionaries had been active in Japan in the second half of the 1500s, the latter rapidly gaining themselves a reputation – the Jesuits in particular – for being at least as interested in politics and lucrative trade as in matters purely religious. By 1600, convert numbers were close to 300,000 (according to missionary tallies), boosted as they were elsewhere in Asia through mass conversions required by powerful figures of people under their control. In Japan’s case, that often meant daimyō, moved by some mixture of the gospel and prospective gains from Portuguese trade. Amidst worries about loyalties being undermined by mixed allegiances, along with rumours that Europeans had started selling Japanese women into slavery and dressing their spies up as missionaries (scoping the country out for an invasion attempt), the warlord Toyotomi Hideyoshi had ordered the expulsion of all foreign missionaries back in 1587. Ten years later, he crucified twenty-six Christians at Nagasaki, including six non-Japanese: a warning to all the rest.

After a short hiatus, the new Tokugawa shogunate took up the theme. Fresh persecutions were launched in the 1610s, while an Edict in 1636 expressed the shogunate’s position with particular clarity:


No Japanese ship nor boat whatever, nor any native of Japan, shall presume to go out of the country; whoever acts contrary to this shall die … All persons who return from abroad shall be put to death. Whoever discovers a Christian priest shall have a reward of 400 to 500 sheets of silver. All Namban [‘southern barbarians’: Portuguese and Spanish people] who propagate the doctrine of the Catholics, or bear this scandalous name, shall be imprisoned. The whole race of the Portuguese with their mothers, nurses, and whatever belongs to them, shall be banished to Macao.



Christian churches and monasteries were burned, incoming missionaries executed and wealthy convert families exiled. From the 1640s onwards, the business-minded Dutch found themselves the only acceptable Europeans: less hungry than the Catholic Portuguese for converts or for the country’s gold and silver – another concern for the shogunate was the trading away of its precious metals. But even the Dutch had to be wary of overstepping the mark. The drill onboard their vessels entering Nagasaki Bay was the same every year. Sailors prepared to surrender their guns and ammunition to the authorities, together with the ship’s rudder and sails. Bibles were nailed down into wooden barrels, not to be retrieved until the ship left Japanese waters again.

A handful of Europeans succeeded, over the decades that followed, in making pioneering links between Western and Japanese medicine and botany. But for the most part, the Dutch presence in Tokugawa Japan was limited to traders who looked forward to doing a little business, playing billiards, drinking coffee (which first made its way into Japan in the 1690s, thanks to the Dutch), and perhaps paying for the company of a local woman or two – all from the confines of a small man-made island called Dejima, shaped like a fan and connected to the Nagasaki mainland by a single, guarded bridge. There was to be no free travel within Japan, no politics, and most certainly no religion.

The shoguns’ power over the next two hundred years, and the single story of purpose and legitimacy that they sought to tell about themselves and a newly unified Japan, was built on firm foundations: military supremacy, control of huge swathes of richly taxable rice paddy, a thicket of legal and sumptuary codes, co-option of Buddhism’s popular appeal and temple networks, the sponsoring of Neo-Confucian thought (with its welcome emphasis upon filial duty), and finally the many fruits of an unprecedented peace. There was a reason why Perry was met, in 1853, by poorly drilled troops toting museum pieces: while Westerners had spent much of the past two and a half centuries honing the technologies of war through repeatedly tearing themselves and others apart, Japan had largely flourished.

‘Settled agriculture’ had come to mean something again, after the deadly disruptions of earlier decades. Cottage industries from sake to silk production had blossomed, while sea-borne trade spanned the length of the archipelago, from fur-clad Ainu people in the far north down to the tropical Ryūkyū islands in the south; across to China and Korea, and further beyond, courtesy of the Dutch. A modest proportion of the nation’s children received an education at schools run by temples or regional domains, or else at small, private institutions. Tourists tramped new roadways in search of great places and monuments, guidebooks in hand. Print-making and satirical storytelling emerged as just two of the many arts chronicling and enlivening city life in places like Edo, Osaka and Kyoto. Bureaucratic statecraft – orders and judgement from on high; organized self-surveillance from below, in groups of five or more households – was itself developed almost to the point of an art form.
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Detail from a sketch of Edo Castle
The shogunate achieved stability at the cost of flexibility, with the codification of everyday life stretching even into which foods and fabrics people of differing social status might enjoy: fine silks for samurai, down through the plainer kind for townspeople – merchants and artisans – finishing at rough cotton for lowly peasants. For a long while, these arrangements seemed to be just what a war-torn country needed, to recover its balance. But they were too brittle to cope well with longer-term change, and by the early 1800s the rot appeared to be setting in. Japan found itself beset by weak leadership and a flagging economy, alongside periodically failing crops. Society was in turmoil as low-born farmers and merchants got steadily richer, while samurai families – on inadequate stipends and forbidden from working in potentially lucrative professions – slipped into poverty.

Crop failures and fluctuations in the monetary system caused pain around the country. But some were able to pass it on. The shogunate could lean on daimyō for rice or cash; the daimyō in turn pressurized their samurai retainers. Merchants could hike prices or alter their rates of exchange, while wealthier country families could make new demands of, or dispense with the paid labour of, weaker ones. For those at the bottom, however, there was only desperation. Famine and forced migration became so bad at times that the authorities took to the surveillance of pregnant women and young mothers to prevent a loss of rural productivity through abortion and through a practice known by the agricultural euphemism of mabiki: ‘thinning out the seedlings’ to ensure better growth for the rest – infanticide.

A guiding principle in the Neo-Confucian ethics of the time was mutuality. Within the social order, as within each family, the higher could expect of the lower, but the lower could expect from the higher too. Service travelled one way, care the other. What this meant in practice was that protest against insufficiently solicitous superiors was a right, even a duty – in the interests of restoring the social order. Many of the tens of thousands of protestors whom the leaders of late Tokugawa Japan saw as enemies were in fact quite clearly its products: they saw themselves not as rebelling against traditional values of sincerity, selflessness and self-cultivation, but as practising them properly.

To top things off, Westerners began once again to make mischief. In 1808 a Dutch ship was noticed sailing into Nagasaki Bay, a little later in the season than usual. A small party of Dutch residents on Dejima rowed out to greet it – and was promptly captured. The ship was in fact British: HMS Phaeton, flying a Dutch flag as camouflage. Her teenage captain made a curt request for supplies for his ship, in return for which he declared he would spare the lives of the Dutch. He followed this up with threats to destroy the other ships in the harbour, along with an admonitory volley of cannon and gunfire. The Dutch and Japanese scrambled their coastal defences: ageing cannons that mostly failed to fire, and a small handful of troops. Before reinforcements could arrive, the local magistrate had provided the supplies and a well-timed wind had seen the Phaeton breeze safely out of the bay.
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Detail from a street scene in Edo’s theatre district, section from Theatres of the East (Azuma yarō) by Furuyama Moromasa (c.1710–30)
The magistrate disembowelled himself and the enquiries into foreign mischief began, in the course of which the Japanese made the belated discovery that America was now an independent country. It had, it turned out, been in Dutch interests to keep this from them. For similar reasons, the Japanese had been given a very late and very misleading account of the French Revolution. Thanks to the regime’s seclusion policy, there were few alternative sources about global affairs against which self-interested Dutch censoring of the international news could be checked.
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Ground plan of Dejima
Blame did not lie solely with the Dutch, however. There had been few official attempts in Japan to make the most of having these well-travelled Europeans around for the last century and a half. On their yearly pilgrimages to Edo to pay their respects, the Dutch had found themselves invited to crawl and jump and dance rather than speak. People seemed to find their bodies and mannerisms hilarious, from the red hair to the thick-soled Dutch clogs which made some Japanese suspect that their wearers, just like dogs, possessed feet whose heels didn’t touch the ground. Mothers took to hushing their children with whispered threats about the demonic and malodorous Dutch coming to snatch them.

The shogunate had relaxed the rules on imported Western knowledge in 1720, opening the way for crusading rangakusha – practitioners of ‘Dutch learning’ (ran from ‘Oranda’, Holland; gakusha meaning ‘scholar’) – to begin gathering in and around Nagasaki, hoping to absorb what they could from the books, artworks and artefacts that made it into Japan via Dejima. The physician Sugita Genpaku (1733–1817) pored over a Dutch anatomy text for hours on end, struggling with friends to guess at the meaning of words by their placement near pictures and their frequency of recurrence. Sugita recalled once spending a ‘long spring day’ wrestling with a single line: ‘the eyebrows are the hair growing above the eyes’. He went as far as performing autopsies on executed criminals – a rare transgression for his times – in order to compare the contents of hacked-open, torn-back torsos with Chinese and then with Dutch accounts. The former were woefully adrift, the latter spot on.
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A Banquet on Dejima: some of Japan’s first coffee-drinkers, relaxing amidst the mixed Western and Japanese decor typical of the era (tables and chairs on tatami-mat floors)
But such information had always to be shared with caution. Despite rangakusha protestations that they were acquiring new knowledge for the furtherance of regional or national interests (in Sugita’s case, to secure the health of his lord), the shogunate in Edo could be acutely sensitive to having its prerogatives over policy and security infringed upon. The military scholar Hayashi Shihei pointed out that a nation made up of small islands could not afford to rely for its security upon tactics rooted in Chinese treatises like The Art of War (fifth century BC), which focused on expanses of inland terrain. It ought instead to maintain a strong navy and credible coastal defences. For his troubles, Hayashi found his book, Kaikoku Heidan (‘Military Defence of a Maritime Nation’) (1787), burned, and the blocks on which it was created destroyed. He himself was placed under house arrest, where he soon died, a deeply disillusioned man.

Other voices in Japan had sought to warn about the intensifying threat from abroad. The world’s great powers had stayed away from Japan until the 1800s not out of fear or respect but out of lack of interest. There had been richer pickings elsewhere, from India to China to South East Asia. That time was now coming to an end. The Russians had pushed ever eastward across their continent during the 1700s, arriving at the Pacific and eventually heading for Nagasaki, seeking trade (Nikolai Rezanov, bearing a letter from Tsar Alexander I, was made to wait there for six months in 1804–5 and was then sent packing). The Americans had pushed ever westward during that century and since, arriving on the other side of the same vivid-blue expanse with much the same thoughts about Japan in their heads. President Fillmore, in his letter to the Emperor delivered in 1853, wrote proudly of his country stretching ‘from ocean to ocean’, its ‘great State of California’ lying ‘directly opposite the dominions of your imperial majesty’.

This moment, of no longer being able to fob off or fend off the neighbours, seemed to be captured by an Edo artist named Hokusai, working away in the early 1830s at thirty-six landscape prints depicting Mount Fuji. In some of the pictures, Fuji dominated the scene completely, its perfectly gradual gradient drawing the eye skywards. In others, it provided the serene backdrop for Tokugawa Japan going about its peaceful, confident, highly civilized business: people building, crafting, selling, fishing and leaning languidly over temple balconies to appreciate the awesome mountain.

But in one picture, Fuji appears differently. It has shrunk far away into the background, framed by tempestuous waters whose undulations and claw-like curling spray dominate the scene. Three boats ride the waves, their oarsmen too small and indistinct for us to know their thoughts. They may be mastering a stormy sea, thrilling at the possibilities that travel may soon open up. Or perhaps they are nervously hunkering down, clinging on for dear life as an approaching wall of water looms and threatens to engulf them.

A great many daimyō, samurai retainers and commoners alike had acquiesced in their country’s new political arrangements after 1600 more out of weariness with war than any particular affection for the Tokugawa family. Amongst the most important of those who never learned to love the shogunate were the rulers of two great domains: Satsuma, on the southern island of Kyūshū, and Chōshū, just across the water on the westernmost tip of Japan’s main island of Honshū.
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Hokusai’s Great Wave off Kanagawa (c.1830)
Satsuma’s dominance over the Ryūkyū Kingdom to the south-west of Japan had brought it wealth and allowed it to build useful trading contacts with China and Korea – quietly flouting Tokugawa control of Japan’s contact with the outside world. Its warriors donned full armour every year on the anniversary of Sekigahara, visiting a temple near the castle town of Kagoshima to meditate on what had been for them an epochal defeat. In Chōshū, mothers had their boys sleep with feet pointing eastwards – an insult to Edo – and told them never to forget Sekigahara, even in their dreams.

The weaker the Tokugawa shogunate looked, especially in the wake of Perry’s visit, the fresher that memory appeared: a seizure of power, which could always be reversed. It had long been traditional for senior figures in the household of the Chōshū daimyō to appear before their lord at the first cockcrow of each new year. ‘Has the time come to begin the subjugation of the bakufu [the Tokugawa military government]?’ they would ask. The intoned reply – ‘It is still too early’ – never seemed likely to change. Until now.

*

Such were the swirling waters into which Perry sailed his ships for a second time, returning as promised in 1854 for his answer. The shogunate had concluded that in the circumstances there was only one answer it could give. Irony became one of the first things Japan learned at the hands of the modern West, as its representatives sat down to sign a ‘Treaty of Peace and Amity’ surrounded by five hundred American sailors and Marines, while a thousand more Americans waited aboard ten heavily armed ships out at sea, lest the friendship not get off on the right foot. Three American bands blared out martial music in celebration.

Signed at a fishing village later renamed Yokohama, this treaty and a successor in 1858 covering trade became for Japan an opening of the international floodgates. Soon the British, the Russians, the French and others were clamouring for similar deals. They managed to secure access to Japanese markets with guaranteed low import tariffs, together with the promise, as in China and elsewhere, of ‘extraterritoriality’: when non-Japanese committed crimes in ‘treaty ports’ like Yokohama, they would be tried under their own, rather than Japanese, jurisdiction.

Political unrest and economic woe followed, as stories of intrusive and overbearing foreigners did the rounds in the treaty ports and beyond. A five-man Commission for Foreign Countries, established in 1858, made its way through seventy-four members in just ten years as it struggled to work out what to do about Japan’s newfound and unwanted popularity abroad. Younger, low- and middle-ranking samurai began to band together as shishi, or ‘men of high purpose’, a great many of them hailing from south-western domains including Satsuma and Chōshū. Where the nation’s leaders appeared unable to deal with foreigners and guide the country forward, these activists resolved to intervene directly: intimidating their political enemies and attacking non-Japanese who set up home in the treaty ports.

The British diplomat Ernest Satow, serving in Japan in the 1860s, reported that such was the widely acknowledged risk during these years of ‘coming to an untimely death at the hands of an expert swordsman’ that he had bought himself a revolver, powder, bullets and caps. ‘No one leaves their compound without a weapon,’ he claimed. ‘Most sleep with one under their pillow.’

Preying particularly on expat minds were the events of July 1861. Laurence Oliphant, stationed with the British Legation in Edo, was enjoying the sight of a comet passing overhead one night when he heard a dog begin to bark, followed closely by the sound of a Japanese watchman’s rattle. He rushed out of his room, and down a dark corridor:


Just as I turned the corner I came upon a tall black figure, with his arms above his head, holding a huge two-handed sword. I could only see indistinctly that the figure had a mask on, and seemed in armour. Short time for observation, had to dodge the sword, and get back a step to get at him with my whip, yelling loudly. He made no sound; we were at it for a minute or two …



Others at the Legation seized hold of their guns and rushed in. Joined by their Japanese guards, they successfully fought off the attackers across the course of a busy, bloody night. Only in daylight did Oliphant, badly wounded, discover what had really saved his life: an enormous wooden beam running across the ceiling of his quarters, badly damaged by heavy sword blows that had been intended for him.

The number of actual killings by shishi ran into the tens rather than the hundreds, mostly of Japanese perceived to be collaborating with foreigners or otherwise participating in a treasonously wrong-headed foreign policy. What mattered more was the atmosphere of heightened crisis that their actions helped to create, together with a growing sense in south-western domains especially that, as in 1600 so now in the mid-1860s, the time was ripe for radical change. The shogunate was mired in a mix of too-little-too-late interest in Western technology and interminable dithering over how to deal with foreign pressure. Meanwhile, a mismanaged economy ensured that inflation, unemployment and hunger were amongst the early rewards of participation in the global economy. Riots broke out in city and countryside alike, alongside millenarian predictions of world renewal and joyously fatalistic festivities – of drink, dance, food, and sex. Ee ja nai ka?! ran the refrain. Who cares anymore?!

Leading figures in Satsuma and Chōshū began to go their own way, using relationships that Satsuma had built up with Western traders – including the Scottish merchant Thomas Blake Glover, based in Nagasaki – to purchase and later manufacture up-to-date guns, ships and cannon. The two domains concluded a secret alliance in 1866, agreeing to help one another should the shogunate, desperately building up and re-equipping its own forces, seek to impose its will on them. They need not have worried. A punitive expedition sent from Edo against Chōshū that year was so underwhelming – the best troops were needed to stop Edo and Osaka going up in flames, while some domains refused outright to contribute forces – that Chōshū men alone were able to see off the threat. The Shogun, Tokugawa Yoshinobu, found himself faced with an impossible military, political and economic situation, just as influential imperial courtiers in Kyoto (sentenced to poetry all those years ago by Tokugawa Ieyasu) decided that the time had come to retake the reins of power from a family that had well and truly forfeited the right to hold them.

In 1867, Yoshinobu reluctantly allowed leaders from Tosa domain, allied with Satsuma and Chōshū, to persuade him to resign. Sitting amidst the splendour of Nijō Castle, built by Tokugawa Ieyasu, he gave up the title so hard-won by his illustrious ancestor. Yoshinobu expected that in exchange he would sit at the head of a new ruling council of daimyō. Instead, early in 1868, radicals from Satsuma and Chōshū led a coup in Kyoto and gained control of the young boy-emperor Mutsuhito, who was encouraged to proclaim his own full restoration to power. The confiscation of all Tokugawa lands was announced, forcing Yoshinobu into all-out conflict.

The ‘Boshin War’ dragged on into 1869, with anti-Tokugawa troops multiplying as a mix of samurai and commoner conscripts joined up from across Japan’s domains. Tokugawa forces found themselves pushed ever northwards, right up to the island of Ezo (soon to be known as Hokkaidō) where they established a short-lived, quasi-independent state, complete with elections to its leadership. They finally surrendered to ‘imperial forces’ – as the rebel samurai now styled themselves – in the summer of 1869.

Back down south, a fresh epoch had begun the year before. In the past, the era name in Japan, decided by imperial court officials, had often changed several times across the reign of a single emperor. Now, the era would only change with the succession of a new emperor, who would posthumously bear its name. This new era and this new Emperor were to be known as ‘Meiji’: ‘enlightened rule’.

The young man on whom all this was being staked found himself evicted from the refined comfort of Kyoto towards the end of 1868 – ‘Meiji 1’ of the new age – and paraded all the way to Edo, where he was installed in the imposing castle that had once belonged to the Tokugawa family. That great city, peacefully surrendered except for outbreaks of sporadic resistance and opportunistic criminality, acquired a new name: ‘Tokyo’, or Eastern Capital. Here, the Emperor was to be fashioned into an effective figurehead – the centrepiece of an as-yet embryonic national narrative.

The new regime’s Charter Oath, issued in 1868, struck an artfully general and conciliatory tone:


	Deliberative assemblies shall be widely established and all matters decided by public discussion.

	All classes, high and low, shall be united in vigorously carrying out the administration of affairs of state.

	The common people, no less than the civil and military officials, shall all be allowed to pursue their own calling so that there may be no discontent.

	Evil customs of the past shall be broken off and everything based upon the just laws of Nature.

	Knowledge shall be sought throughout the world so as to strengthen the foundation of imperial rule.



Alongside high-sounding ideals ran necessarily grubbier, more urgent priorities. A guiding principle was established: fukoku kyōhei, ‘enrich the state, strengthen the military’. Japan had to avoid being next after once-mighty China on Western colonialism’s ‘To Do’ list, and must secure revision of the humiliating international trading agreements now widely disparaged as ‘unequal treaties’. The new Japanese state and its story were to be forged in an atmosphere if not of outright panic then of acute anxiety, mixed with powerful and urgent determination.

Every resource, including every human resource, was devoted to the self-strengthening task. An effective military needed reasonably up-to-date hardware, which in turn meant the finance, raw materials, technology, infrastructure and expertise necessary for building up industrial capacity. Japanese students and scholars, businessmen and diplomats toured the world in search of all of this, in the years after 1868, while at home a small clique of rebels-turned-statesmen oversaw an unprecedented concentration of national power: Ōkubo Toshimichi, Mori Arinori and Saigō Takamori from Satsuma domain; Kido Takayoshi, Yamagata Aritomo and Itō Hirobumi from Chōshū; Itagaki Taisuke from Tosa; and Ōkuma Shigenobu from Hizen. Together these men and their allies revived a centuries-old executive body known as the Dajōkan, or Council of State. They exchanged Japan’s hundreds of old domains, run by great regional families, for just fifty ‘prefectures’ controlled ultimately from the new capital – in whose Kasumigaseki district they established European-style ministries (including Public Works, Industry and Education), developing national policies and issuing national directives.

Transformation proceeded apace across the 1870s. A new banking system began dealing in the yen as the national currency, replacing the old Tokugawa koban. A combination of government and private capital helped to establish high-tech mining and the industries of the future, including cotton-spinning and silk-reeling. Telegraph and postal services were set up, and via a Fundamental Code of Education (1872) a national schooling system was established. Pupils, a few clad in the shiny-buttoned military-style uniforms favoured by their Prussian counterparts, learned modern values first from American textbooks and then via role models from Japanese history and legend – from good-hearted soy-sauce vendors up to the great Tokugawa Ieyasu himself (his descendants might have let the country down, but he himself was revered as a great nation-builder). For those occasions where education botched the job, a Tokyo police force based on a French model stood ready to keep His Majesty’s subjects in line.

A limited railway entered operation, its brick and glass station buildings serving as models of modern architecture. Tax payable in rice, based on harvest size and local agreement, was replaced by a centrally assessed land tax, payable in cash. Conscription was introduced, to an army based on the French, and then later on the evidently superior Prussian, model – the Japanese kept a sharp eye on the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71 as they now did on most goings-on in Europe and beyond. Japan’s navy, comprising mostly volunteers, was based on Britain’s Royal Navy.

The scale of this task was enormous, involving a rapidly rising population destined to reach 42 million by the turn of twentieth century – larger than that of the United Kingdom or France. But one of the advantages of being a relative latecomer to modernity – which was how Japan’s first leaders regarded their situation – was that you could learn not just from its hits but from its evident misses too: avoiding London’s slums and the coal smog draped over Liverpool, all but blocking out the daylight (one Japanese official wrote of the ‘sad and pitiful’ history of British industrialization), and avoiding the excessive ceding of political power to the general public that marred the English and French systems.

Everything could be assessed in advance and then adapted to suit the new nation’s needs and evolving self-image. The postal system was based on Britain’s General Post Office (GPO). But where the GPO employed women – as sub-postmistresses, postwomen and clerical workers – it was decided that a Japanese system could only be staffed by men. And with Tokyo’s transport still underdeveloped, and its population swelling with rural migrants not entirely to be trusted, to the original Parisian model was added a dense network of kōban: police boxes housing one or two officers, so that city-dwellers could more easily get hold of a police officer – or vice versa.

But while there was general consensus amongst Japan’s leaders on the practical measures required to strengthen the country, and on the basic need for unity of national purpose, precisely what that purpose ought to be beyond security and revising the treaties was less easily agreed. Argument, trial and error, and changes of direction were to be significant features of the years ahead, both at the apex of politics and out across the country. Sometimes, what seemed modern ended up governing decision-making in building the country’s capacities. For a hugely expensive new silk-reeling plant in 1872, pure economics dictated the use of wood for fuel and a simple design that could be easily repaired. This way, Japan could get a major export industry moving relatively quickly. But wood was redolent of the past. It was primitive. Coal was the fuel used in the modern West (though Tokugawa Japan, too, had been known for its production; President Fillmore had noted as much in his letter to the Emperor). So it had to be coal for the new plant – and French coal at that. And it had to be a complex modern design, which it turned out few in Japan could operate and even fewer could put right when it went wrong.

Elsewhere, modernization could be a matter of pure caprice. Early Meiji Japanese might have learned much more than they did from the Italians or the Americans. But at the crucial moment both countries were riven by war, leaving Britain, France and Prussia better placed to provide models and expertise. One of Japan’s first and most influential teachers of medicine at the new Tokyo University, Erwin von Bälz, was recruited on the basis of a chance meeting with a Japanese patient in Leipzig. And though large numbers of Japanese went abroad to learn from the world’s best, many of those trips were planned on the basis of limited knowledge about what ‘best’ was, and where it could be found. Time away was often limited to mere months, so that the connections made, and the imprimatur gained of some famous European scholar, were sometimes of greater significance than anything that was actually learned.

Japan’s determining of its own borders, too, was an uncertain, exploratory affair. On the basis that a great power must be a colonizing, civilizing one – the logic of the day – territories towards the north and south of the archipelago became subject to colonial experiments, alternating between attempts at assimilating their inhabitants as true ‘Japanese’ (still a developing concept) and keeping them at arm’s length. The net result was that northern Ainu and the people of the southern Ryūkyū Kingdom found their homelands absorbed into Japan, as Hokkaidō and Okinawa prefectures respectively, while they themselves remained peripheral peoples, in unflattering contrast to whose histories and habits ‘mainland’ Japanese defined and celebrated their own.

These territorial moves were also part of a search for natural resources and fresh markets to help the new economy grow, and for the kind of rightful sphere of security and influence that few Western powers could deny Japan without risk of glaring hypocrisy. The Korean peninsula in particular was regarded as too close for comfort to south-western Japan: it was, as Yamagata Aritomo put it, ‘a dagger pointed at Japan’s heart’. And yet once Japanese influence began to extend into mainland Asia, there arose a question of enormous difficulty and significance: where should that influence end?
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Portrait of Commodore Perry, from the Black Ship Scroll
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Foreign Ship: one of the American ‘Black Ships’
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Riding on the Nagasaki road the other day, I met with another striking illustration of the entire absence of modesty which astonishes Europeans on their first visit to Japan. A little urchin, seated at the door of a neat and substantial dwelling-house, gave the alarm of the approach of a Tojin [foreigner], and as I passed I had the pleasure of seeing the whole family rush out into the street to gaze at me.

I retained my presence of mind sufficiently to notice that this family group represented three generations. There were two very old women, one unmistakable old man; then paterfamilias with his wife; lastly some half dozen boys and girls, from about eighteen to six years of age. They were all stark naked, and to all appearance perfectly unconscious of the fact, as they stared at me in open-eyed wonder. After having passed some little distance I looked back; they were still at their doors quietly chatting, and, I suppose, criticizing my appearance. I wondered whether they would dress for dinner.

Historian and traveller Edward Barrington de Fonblanque,

visiting Japan in the 1860s



A powerful sense pervaded Japan, from the late 1860s onwards, that the eyes of the world were upon it. A range of newly established journals and newspapers featured much discussion of how other countries were doing things – from planning parties to planning cities, from raising children to selling insurance. Details might differ, yet there were certain standards, it was thought, to which any civilized country must adhere.

So the tut-tutting of visitors like Edward Barrington de Fonblanque mattered. There were anxious calls for curbs on bathing naked in public or urinating in the street. More profoundly the search for a new national purpose, in which people far beyond the political elite soon began to engage, was subject to two potentially conflicting pressures: the need to rediscover something lost or forgotten – 1868 was, after all, billed as a ‘restoration’ of imperial rule rather than a revolution – and a desire for foreign approval. Some of the earliest and lasting impressions of Japan amongst Westerners were products of these pressures. Samurai culture was proudly advertised as a Japanese equivalent of Europe’s chivalric tradition, in Nitobe Inazō’s bestselling Bushidō: The Soul of Japan (1900) – published in English, for foreign consumption. Zen Buddhism was repackaged, around the same time, to suggest the power of intuitive Japanese spirituality while accommodating Western yearnings for experiential over dogmatic religion.

There was an attempt, early on, to guide Japan’s modernization according to a basic principle of wakon-yōsai: ‘Japanese spirit, Western techniques’. But spirits and techniques, it was soon discovered, are not so easily distinguished or disentangled. Spirit shapes technique: social and political institutions are derived, somewhere along the line, from assumptions about what human beings most fundamentally are, and what is natural and good for them both as individuals and in communities. Great feats of science and engineering also have their intimate, human underpinnings and inspirations. Techniques, in turn, shape spirits. Education systems, jobs markets, media, medicine, governmental arrangements – all these things create certain types of people over time.

Highbrow publications and societies dedicated to tackling such challenges began to proliferate, run and populated by scholars, journalists, politicians, businessmen and members of the emerging civil service. The Meirokusha, ‘Meiji 6 Society’ – established in the sixth year of the new era – counted amongst its
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Fukuzawa Yukichi (1835–1901)
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