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The Ministry of Public Works and the lwakura Mission
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The Iwakura Mission that departed for the
United States and Europe in December 1871
was accompanied by officials from each
ministry, who, in the capacity of councilors and
their aides, were charged with investigating
matters relevant to their ministry’s jurisdiction.
The Ministry of Public Works established the
previous December, hardly a year earlier, was no
exception. A small number of men from the
ministry were appointed to the mission and
surveyed conditions in the countries it visited.
They included the councilor Hida Tameyoshi and
Oshima Takaté. In addition, Itd Hirobumi, then
vice-minister of industry, was, famously, one of
the mission’s vice ambassadors.

The Ministry of Public Works was established
with the mandate of steadily implementing
projects in such areas as railways, the telegraph,
shipbuilding, lighthouses, and technical training,
so that Japan could start catching up with the
West. Besides installing infrastructure, its remit
can be considered to have included promoting
industrial development. Because it had the same
aims as did the Iwakura Mission on its
observation and study tour of the West, one
would assume that the mission was of great
importance to it. But was it? This question has
not been adequately discussed, and elucidating
it is of some importance for the study of the
Ministry of Public Works.

This paper addresses itself to the above
qguestion by discussing the lwakura Mission’s
significance for the Ministry of Public Works.
First, drawing on research findings on the
ministry during this period, | will sketch what
place the survey work conducted by the
ministry’s representatives occupied in the
ministry. Second, | will offer some basic
observations on the process of appointing
members to the mission from the ministry and
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the nature of their survey work. Third, | will
briefly examine what significance their survey
work subsequently possessed for the ministry
itself and for Japan as a whole, in terms of both
knowledge and people. Finally, | will identify
areas where further research is needed on the
Ministry of Public Works and the Iwakura
Mission. If possible, | will also take a broader
view by offering some tentative observations on
the mission as it relates to the Meiji
government’s promotion of industry in general.

The Iwakura Mission was of considerable
significance in many regards. But how
significant was it for the Ministry of Public
Works? This paper attempts to shed light on a
new aspect of the mission, primarily in
connection with the Ministry of Public Works, in
order to provide material for a historical
reassessment of the mission in all its complexity.



