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Ancient and Medieval Antecedents for Study Abroad in the Meiji Period
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The Meiji government frequently sent students
to Western countries to pursue their studies.
The Iwakura Mission, the subject of this
symposium, was accompanied by several dozen
students. In popular discourse as exemplified by
various media—books and lectures for a general
audience, television, the internet—these Meiji-
era students are today often compared to the
Japanese envoys sent to Tang China in ancient
times. In fact, such comparisons stretch back to
the Meiji period itself. Adachi Ritsuen, for
example, in his 1905 book Kaikoku shidan
(Historical tales of a maritime nation) (Chugai
Shogyo Shinpd Shokyosha), writes

To use a contemporary analogy, the dispatch of
envoys to Tang China exactly parallels the way
in which, since the Meiji Restoration, Japan has
imported Western culture and, by emulating its
advantages, gained a place of honor on the
world stage. Since Ambassador Iwakura's
mission, students have been sent to the West
year after year, in precisely the same fashion as
envoys were sent to Tang China.

Similarly, comparisons between the Taika
Reform of the seventh century and the Meiji
Restoration, and between the building of the
ancient centralized ritsuryo state and that of the
Meiji state, have been made since the Meiji
period. Japan’s ancient history was doubtless
readily seen as a precedent for the building of a
state centered on the emperor, all the more so
because the Meiji Restoration made “restoring
imperial rule” its slogan.

As a scholar of medieval history, however, | am
somewhat troubled in one regard by this line of
thinking. The Buddhist monks who went abroad
to study during the Kamakura (1185-1333) and
Northern and Southern Courts (1336-92)
periods outnumbered the envoys to Tang China;
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yet they are never cited as precursors of the
Meiji-period Japanese who studied abroad. This
is not necessarily due to any difference in their
historical prominence or significance. For
example, Japan’s first diplomatic history, Zenrin
kokuhoki (Record of good neighbors as the
nation's treasure), which appeared in 1470,
during the Muromachi period, not only deals
with the envoys who visited Sui and Tang China
and the Mongol invasions; it also devotes a
certain amount of space to the monks who
studied abroad after the embassies to Tang
China ended. Seeking a precedent for the
practice of studying abroad in the ancient
embassies to China, while ignoring the medieval
student monks, may reflect a historical
consciousness formed in early modern and
modern times. While this paper cannot explore
the long-term development of this
consciousness in detail, it does seek to offer a
general overview.



