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From a Culture of “More” to a Culture of Moderation:

Suggestions for Remaking Japanese Civilization
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Introduction: Lessons from Kume Kunitake’s
Theory of Civilization

Kume Kunitake, a member of the Iwakura
Mission, compiled a massive five-volume
account of the journey entitled Beio kairan jikki
(The Iwakura Embassy, 1871-73: A True Account of
the Ambassador Extraordinary & Plenipotentiary’s
Journey of Observation Through the United States
of America and Europe). This is an encyclopedic
record of Western civilization as observed in its
entirety. Kume annotates it throughout with his
own views, which offer a thought-provoking
comparative perspective on Eastern and
Western civilization. At one point he remarks
that the white race is a race of many desires; the
yellow race is a race of few. In later years he was
to assert that once Western civilization, which
tamed Nature in a bid to conquer Heaven,
reached its limits, it would surely turn back to
Eastern philosophy, which sought harmony with
Nature.

1. The Ideal of Moderation

The driving forces of modern civilization are
scientific progress and economic growth. Its
motto is “Greater wealth and greater
convenience.” Over the past 150 years, Japan
has tried to catch up to the West by pursuing a
culture of “more.” And it has succeeded
magnificently. Japan today enjoys
unprecedented luxury. It veritably abounds in
material goods and information. But having too
much is as bad as having too little. The surfeit of
benefits brought by civilization exceeds the
capacity of the human stomach and brain, wears
out the human body, and renders them
dysfunctional. Moderation is an essential human
trait. That insight is part of Japanese
civilization’s store of traditional wisdom.

2. The Circular Ideal
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The hyper-development of the culture of more
has engendered disparities without parallel in
human history. Inequalities in assets and
incomes are, as Thomas Piketty points out,
among the most serious and urgent challenges
facing us today. The resulting disaffection
spawns resentment and anger and leads to
terrorism, insurrections, riots, and war. It is
surely time for a fundamental value shift from
greed to temperance, from GDP to QOL, from
production to distribution. This can be brought
about in any number of ways. Distribution is
neither a triangle nor an inverse triangle. It is a
circle.

3. The Ideal of Waraku

Kaibara Ekiken, a Confucian scholar of the Edo
period, spoke of “peace and geniality (waraku)
between heaven and earth.” These words
underline the importance of living in harmony
with heaven and earth, that is, with nature. They
thus anticipate  the UN Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). The civilization of
Edo-period Japan developed on an isolated
archipelago in the eastern ocean. It was built on
the cumulative wisdom of people living in a
society on the edge—a wisdom grounded in
cyclical thinking, not thirst for plunder. That
wisdom is exactly what is needed to survive
today in the global era, when the planet itself is
a small community on the edge. And the ideal of
waraku that emerged in Japan is the key.

Final Observations: Hints from Umehara
Takeshi’s Theory of Civilization

Umehara Takeshi explored universal human
thought patterns in his Jinrui tetsugaku josetsu
(An introduction to human philosophy). In it he
wrote that when modern civilization passed a
certain limit, it would rapidly plunge people into
misery. But that depends on how you think of it.
If we return to the premise that civilization is a
tool and an expedient, we must not forget that
humankind is ultimately its master; for it was
humankind that created it. As long as we are
astute enough to realize that and act with
wisdom and humility, we should be able to fully
enjoy the blessings of modern civilization. But
only a thin line separates wisdom from folly. We
would do well to remember that one wrong turn,
and we could plummet to the depths of hell.





