
As 1867 gave way to 1868, the feudal government that had opened the country was

overthrown by a radical movement led largely by young samurai. The slogans on which

the rebels rode to power were reactionary. They called for turning back the clock by

“expelling the barbarians” (j i), and for “revering the emperor” (sonn ) rather than

venerating the warrior leaders ensconced in Edo.

Once the rebels had attained power, they honored half of this “sonn  j i” equation.

They placed the emperor—a hereditary and long powerless figure—nominally at the

head of their new government. And they immediately flip-flopped and embraced the

foreign barbarians.

The new leaders adopted an auspicious new name for the new era: Meiji, written with

two ideographs literally meaning “Bright Government.” Because supreme authority had

ostensibly been “restored” to the imperial dynasty, the occasion was referred to as the

Meiji Restoration. The emperor, still in his mid-teens in 1868, became identified as the

Meiji emperor. His long reign, extending to 1912, is known as the Meiji period.

Had the movement to overthrow the government in 1868 failed, its leaders would have

gone down in history as reactionary and ruthless terrorists. As it turned out, victory

transformed those of them who survived the years of civil disorder into pragmatists.

Almost overnight, they became adroit practitioners of what we call today “nation

building” and “modernization.” They became ardent “Westernizers.”

“Westernization,” however, had many meanings. Looking inward, it involved building a

strong state and rich industrialized nation capable of resisting Western pressure and

exploitation. Looking outward at an international arena dominated by expansionist

powers, “Westernization” obviously entailed competing in the great game of modern

conquest and empire.

Success in the modern world, in short, was measured by one’s accomplishments in war

as well as peace. “Wealth and power” is the ubiquitous phrase for this. In Japanese

parlance, “rich country, strong military” (fukoku ky hei) became the most famous

slogan of the early Meiji period.

Domestically, what this entailed in practical terms became apparent quickly. By the

mid-1870s, the former warrior fiefs or domains had been turned into prefectures. The

hereditary warrior class itself had been abolished. The military had been converted
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into a conscript army and navy (with many former samurai recruited as the officer

corps). Simultaneously, “industrialization” was jump-started with intimate governmental

support.

The coal-burning paddlewheel ships that astounded the Japanese when they appeared

in Commodore Perry’s fleet in the 1850s quickly became part of Japan’s own navy and

merchant marine.

"Complete Picture of a

Steamship: Scenery of

Uraga from the Sea" by

Sadahide, 1863

[Y0070] Arthur M. Sackler Gallery,

Smithsonian Institution

One of Perry’s most impressive gifts to the feudal government in 1854—a quarter-scale

model train—had been reborn full-scale by the early 1870s, when the first railroad link

between Tokyo and Yokohama was opened.

"Steam train between

Tokyo and Yokohama" by

Utagawa Hiroshige III,

1875

[2000.549] Sharf Collection,

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
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Telegraph wires began to

appear around the same time,

along with outdoor street lamps

(another of Perry’s impressive

gifts had been a telegraph

apparatus with a mile of wire).

Heavy stone and brick

Western-style architecture soon

became a familiar sight in the

Tokyo-Yokohama area.

"Shimbashi Station"

by Hiroshige III,

1874

[Y0185] Arthur M. Sackler

Gallery

Smithsonian Institution

“Illustration of the

Foreign Buildings along

the Kaigandori Viewed

from the Yokohama

Wharves” by Hiroshige

III, c. 1870

[2000.506] Sharf Collection,

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

“The Most Famous View in

Tokyo: Brick Buildings

along the Ginza”

by Hiroshige III, c. 1874

[2000.388a-c] Sharf Collection,

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
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“Famous Places in Tokyo:

True View of the Post Office

at Edobashi” by Kobayashi

Ikuhide, 1889

[2000.509] Sharf Collection,

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

Iron bridges became listed among the “famous places in Tokyo.” Young women who had

formerly been employed spinning and weaving cotton and silk in small cottage

industries were quickly mobilized for larger-scale production using Western-style textile

machinery.

“Famous Places in Tokyo:

Picture of Azuma Bridge

and a Distant View of a

Torpedo Explosion” by

Inoue Tankei, July 1888

[2000.395] Sharf Collection,

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

“Album of Ten Prints

Illustrating Sericulture:

Unwinding Strands from

Cocoons by Means of a

Silk Reeling Machine” by

Toyohara Chikanobu,

1880

[2000.096.09] Sharf Collection,

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
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Industrialization went hand-in-hand with political and cultural Westernization. Beginning

in the mid-1880s, the emperor and empress, cultivated as symbols of a deep imperial

tradition, were simultaneously presented as arch-exemplars of Western-style

monarchical splendor. A succession of brightly colored “brodcade picture” woodblock

prints (nishikie) presented the imperial couple as fashion plates for Western high

couture. The emperor (who almost never appeared in photographs after the first few

years of his reign) was invariably depicted in Western-style military dress. Starting in

1886, his consort always appeared in public—and in popular illustrations—wearing the

most up-to-date European gowns.

Reinventing the Emperor

Although the imperial court in Japan dated back to around the fifth century, the

hereditary emperor actually exercised little if any political power after the rise of a

warrior class in the 12th century. When the feudal government was overthrown in

1868, power was ostensibly "restored" to the emperor, who became a potent

nationalist symbol in two contradictory ways. On the one hand, he was said to

exemplify a "sacred and inviolable" tradition dating back to earliest times. On the

other hand, the emperor and his family were presented as symbols of the nation's

progressive "Westernization" and modernization. In the late 1880s, woodblock artists

churned out many prints celebrating the imperial family, always imagining them in

Western attire.

The emperor and

empress depicted in

Western dress, with

court ladies in

traditional kimono in

attendance.

“Maple Leaves at New

Palace,” artist

unknown, December

1888 (detail)

[2000.237]

Sharf Collection, Museum

of Fine Arts, Boston
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The Meiji emperor and empress with their young son.

“A Mirror of Japanese Nobility” by Toyohara Chikanobu, August 1887

[2000.548] Sharf Collection, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

From the 1870s into the 1890s, to be counted as “high society” in Japan was virtually

synonymous with being seen as “highly Westernized.” Woodblock-print artists dwelled

lovingly on this, often placing their fashionable men and women in scenes that also

included appreciation of Western music (harpsichords and chamber or choral groups)

and easily accessible technological wonders such as the sewing machine.

“Throwing Off Asia I” by John W. Dower — Chapter Two, “Civilization & Enlightenment” 2 – 6

Massachusetts Institute of Technology © 2008 Visualizing Cultures

http://visualizingcultures.mit.edu



“Illustration of Singing by the Plum Garden” by Toyohara Chikanobu, 1887

[res.53.82] Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

“Illustration of Ladies Sewing” by Adachi Gink , 1887

[11.18172.74] Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

Such cultural manifestations of Western influence were often subsumed under the

slogan “civilization and enlightenment” (bunmei kaika). This evocative phrase went far

beyond just frills and fashions, however, and was explicitly associated with the

progressive values of Western “civilization” and the European Enlightenment. Fukuzawa

Yukichi, Meiji Japan’s most prolific interpreter of Western values and practices, offered a

concise interpretation of what “civilization and enlightenment” entailed. The strength
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and progress of the great Western nations, he argued, rested on science; and scientific

accomplishment, in turn, required a spirit of free inquiry among the general populace.

Thus, it followed that liberal and progressive values were not simply moral and political

ideals; they were also part and parcel of creating a “rich country, strong military”

capable of assuring national independence.

The symbolic capstone of these various developments in “modernization” and

“Westernization” was adoption of a Western-style constitution in 1890. Based primarily

on conservative German legal precedents, the Meiji Constitution had two particularly

notable features. It formally established Japan as a constitutional monarchy “reigned

over and governed by a line of Emperors unbroken for ages eternal,” in which the

reigning emperor was “sacred and inviolable.” (The government’s German legal advisers

had balked at codifying this “divine descent” ideology, but to no avail.) At the same

time, the new constitution established an elective “diet” or parliament that lay the

ground for a more generally representative government.

No other non-Western country had covered so much ground so quickly in responding to

the American and European challenge. Foreign observers were impressed.

The Meiji emperor

bestows the new

constitution, which

formally established

Japan as a

constitutional

monarchy. The empress

is seated at the left.

“Illustration of the

Ceremony

Promulgating the

Constitution,” artist

unknown, 1890 (detail)

[2000.226]

Sharf Collection, Museum

of Fine Arts, Boston
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The emperor can be seen seated in an ornate box, upper left, overlooking proceedings of

Japan’s new elective parliament, the Imperial Diet.

“Illustration of the Imperial Diet of Japan” by Got  Yoshikage, 1890

[2000.535] Sharf Collection, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
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