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Intercultural Contact in Late Edo and Early Meiji Japan and the Iwakura Mission:

Focusing on its Observation of Education in Britain
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In the 1860s and the 1870s, not only in Japan did
forms of intercultural contact become more
diverse; the same happened worldwide as
countries underwent considerable political and
social changes. In Japan, learning had long been
the preserve of certain intellectuals, primarily
taking the form of written knowledge. From the
1860s, however, Japanese began actually
traveling overseas, though in limited numbers.
They brought home and shared the knowledge
they acquired. In the process, an ever-wider
range of people were exposed to news about the
outside world without ever having to leave
Japan. Knowledge of the outside world thus
grew.

In being exposed to other cultures, the Japanese
did not simply build up knowledge through study
or acquire new information by traveling abroad.
Through action and experience, they constantly
made value judgments, expanded their horizons,
and gained new perspectives. Generally
speaking, when exposed to a different culture,
we tend to view it through the filter of our own
familiar cultural background and knowledge,
and of our purpose and motive in making contact
with that culture. Moreover, our interpretations
of and value judgments about other cultures do
not involve agreement and empathy alone; they
may also include misunderstanding, repulsion,
antipathy, disregard, or disdain. Through this
process, the Japanese of the late Edo and early
Meiji periods did not only acquire new
knowledge, information, and learning; more
broadly, they developed a fresh outlook that
molded their thoughts, principles, and beliefs.

It was in such an era that the lwakura Mission
traveled the globe. What, then, were the overall
characteristics of the intercultural contacts in
which the mission engaged? Because the
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mission visited many countries, and its members
came from a wide variety of backgrounds, there
is plenty of scope for individual case studies; but
by the same token, it is difficult to generalize,
and the term “overall characteristics” is
undeniably misleading. While keeping that
caveat in mind, this paper will focus on the visit
to Britain by the lwakura Mission and an
auxiliary party (consisting of Niijima Jo and
Tanaka Fujimaro, among others) that followed a
separate itinerary. Specifically, it will trace their
efforts to examine that country’s educational
institutions. Britain has been chosen because
the 1860s and the 1870s were a period of great
change in social structure and education there.
The focus is on education because it is a
recurrent theme in the modernization of both
countries. The paper will also describe the tug-
of-war and haggling for information that
unfolded between the Japanese and the British.
It will zero in on what the Iwakura Mission
accomplished, placing its achievements in the
overall context of intercultural contact during
the late Edo and early Meiji periods.



