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Closing the Civilization Gap: The Aftermath of the lwakura Mission
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One of the key tasks with which the lwakura
Mission was vested was observing and studying
Western institutions and culture. To avoid being
colonized by the Western powers, Japan urgently
needed to build a modern state on the Western
model.  The mission made exhaustive
observations at each stop and attempted to
gauge the extent of the civilization gap between
Japan and the West. The description of the
mission’s visit to London in the chronicle of its
journey, Beio kairan jikki (A True Account of a
Journey of Observation Through the United
States of America and Europe), includes the
following passage:

Today, the countries of Europe are all highly
civilized. They are extremely wealthy and
powerful, their commerce is booming, they
have superlative technology, and their peoples
enjoy great happiness from living in
comfort...Europe  achieved its  present
prosperity after 1800, and only in the past forty
years have these traits become so
pronounced. [emphasis in the original]

The gap in question, the chronicler concluded,
was a mere 40 years. This attempt to measure
the civilization gap reflects a view of the stages
in the evolution of civilization that has much in
common with Fukuzawa Yukichi's description of
how civilization progresses from barbaric to
semi-civilized to civilized—a view enunciated at
roughly the same time as the mission in his
Bunmeiron no gairyaku (An Outline of a Theory
of Civilization). Meiji Japan was, following its
victories in the Sino-Japanese and Russo-
Japanese Wars and its success in revising the
unequal treaties, later to join the ranks of the
modern nations. The task of revising the treaties
was, by a curious coincidence, completed in
1911, 40 years after the Iwakura Mission
departed Japan. The civilization gap was closed
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during the reign of Emperor Meiji.

How did modern Japan’s relationship with
Western civilization, with which it was supposed
to have caught up, subsequently unfold?
Natsume Soseki, in Gendai Nihon no kaika (The
civilization of modern Japan), was pessimistic
about Japan’s prospects, stating that any nation
forced to undergo an unnatural “civilizing
process under external stimulus” was liable to
suffer a nervous breakdown. Japan, having
become one of the world’s five great powers
after World War 1, gradually moved away from
the Washington Treaty system. In the process,
civilization, once such an alluring goal, came to
be seen as synonymous with soulless
materialism. After its crushing defeat in World
War Il, what awaited Japan was a series of war
crimes trials grandiosely described as the
“judgment of civilization.” And so, three-
quarters of a century after the lwakura Mission
left Japan in quest of civilization, Japan was put
on trial by the very civilization that it had once
emulated. Observing the staged spectacle of the
civilized Allies passing judgement on uncivilized,
barbaric Japan, Takeyama Michio, in “Haido-shi
no saiban” (The trial of Mr. Hyde), asserted that
modern civilization should be the one in the
dock: examining both its good and bad sides was
essential. Here we can identify a “civilizational
monism” traceable to the Meiji-period concept
of stages in the evolution of civilization. Like
Takeyama, Radhabinod Pal, the Indian justice at
the Tokyo Trial, was critical of the tribunal,
arguing in his judgment that all the defendants
were not guilty of the charges in the indictment.
His position did, however, differ from
Takeyama's in that it was grounded in
“civilizational pluralism,” as Takeuchi Yoshimi
notes in Nihon to Ajia (Japan and Asia). In this
presentation | will attempt to look back on how
modern Japanese views of civilization have
evolved since the lwakura Mission.



