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INTRODUCTION
Gendering Meiji Japan

In 1889, a young journalist named Kawata Rin’ya published a book
entitled Nihon joshi shinkaron (On the evolution of Japanese women) in
which he argued that social reform and equal rights for men and
women were necessary if Japan was to enhance its authority, build a
strong economy, and establish itself on equal footing with Western
nations.! Kawata’s strong support for women’s political and economic
rights was unusual, but the fact that he wrote about the subject was
not. In fact, Kawata’s book was part of a wide-ranging debate swirling
through Japanese society on the proper relationship between women
and the state. Throughout the 1870s and 1880s, a period known as the
Meiji era (1868-1912), a number of individuals, ranging from ordinary
people to government officials, addressed the topic of women’s status,
roles, and rights in a variety of forums, including newspapers, journals,
pamphlets, and public debates. Participants wrestled with questions
concerning women’s roles inside the home, what kinds of rights
women should have, and the content of female education. They shared
a belief that “the reform of the female sex” (fujin kairyo) was an “urgent
problem.”?

1. Kawata, Nihon joshi shinkaron.
2. Tokutomi, “Nihon fujinron.”



2 Gendering Meiji |apan

This book foregrounds these multifaceted conversations about
women’s roles in order to examine the centrality of gender in the making
of modern Japan.3 It analyzes the impact of rapid social change on
gender relations, the ways that gender played a key role in refashioning
the political order, and how individuals used gender, specifically debates
about women’s roles, to talk about their experiences of larger social
transformation. One of the results of these conversations was the rise
of “women” as a defining political and social category, a historically
unprecedented phenomenon in Japan. This is not to say that gender did
not matter before, but rather that it came to outweigh other markers,
most notably status and class.

The double impact of the Meiji Revolution of 1868 (usually referred to
in English-language historiography as the “Meiji Restoration”), and the
revolutionary social and political ferment that preceded it, destroyed the
decentralized military regime that had ruled Japan for over 260 years
and replaced it with a new nation-state geared to meet the challenges
of living in a competitive nineteenth-century world dominated by the
West. Dramatic changes were everywhere in evidence. The shogun re-
tired, and the emperor, who had lived in relative obscurity in Kyoto,
moved to Tokyo to take up residence in the shogun’s former castle.
The revolution propelled major social transformations. To those who
lived through it, it must have seemed as though the world had turned
upside down. By the early 1870s, the formal status system was dis-
mantled, and the samurai, who had heretofore occupied the top of the
social hierarchy, lost their swords and many of their privileges. New
ideas and technologies flooded Japanese society and generated tre-
mendous excitement and occasional dismay. The introduction of mech-
anized travel in the form of the train and new methods of keeping time
reshaped sensibilities. Translations of Western thought containing the
novel concepts of natural rights and representative government flooded
Japan, inspiring individuals to engage in political activism. In his auto-
biography, the activist and later politician Kono Hironaka recalled the

3. Canning defines “gender” as “the symbolic system or signifier of relations of
power in which men and women are positioned differently” (Gender History in Practice,
4). On gender history and its focus on women, see ibid., 11.



Gendering Meiji Japan 3

life-changing impact of reading John Stuart Mill’s Oz L zberty while travel-
ling on horseback in the 1870s.4

The structure of the modern nation-state made it possible for the
government to mobilize the populace to an unprecedented degree, nur-
turing loyalty to “Japan” in ways that would have been unimaginable
in the past. Those who had just come to power began setting up the
infrastructure of a2 modern centralized state and a system of local gov-
ernment. The state instituted primary education for all children, regard-
less of their status background. New ideas prompted changes in no-
tions of taxation as well as military service; taxes began to be levied
on the individual rather than the village, and all men were expected to
serve in the new conscript army. Commentators deplored the past and
looked to the future. Slogans such as “civilization and enlightenment”
(bunmei kaika) and “rich country, strong military” (fukoku kyohei) rever-
berated throughout society.> Encounters with the nation-states of west-
ern Europe and the United States served to convince the Japanese that
constitutional government was both desirable and inevitable if they
wished to join the ranks of civilized countries and throw off the un-
equal treaties that Western countries had pressed upon them. Other
reforms were deemed necessary as well, particularly those measures
designed to make the populace more “civilized” with regard to dress,
hairstyle, and customs.

The transition from Tokugawa to Meiji was neither seamless nor
straightforward. Former samurai engaged in rebellions against the state
through the mid-1870s, and villagers expressed resentment against the
new system of education and the advent of universal military conscrip-
tion. The number of peasant protests actually rose during the first few
years of the Meiji era, and in the early 1880s, during a period of massive
deflation, impoverished villagers engaged in uprisings. At the same time,
some segments of the population harbored new political aspirations,
often the result of their encounters with translations of Western texts,
notably those by Jean-Jacques Rousseau and John Stuart Mill. They ex-

4. Vlastos, “Opposition Movements in Early Meiji, 1868-1885,” 243.

5. On the nuances of both “universal civilization” and “westernization,” see How-
land, Translating the West, 33. On the translation and absorption of Western ideas about
sex and gender in modern Japan, see Kancko, Kindai joseiron.
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pressed a powerful affinity for ideas of rights and liberty, and partici-
pated in a series of movements called the “Jiya minken undo” or
Freedom and People’s Rights Movement (for the sake of convenience,
I shall refer to it as the minken movement). This movement, which turns
out to have been a series of loosely connected movements, grew out of
opposition to the fact that power in the new government was exercised
primarily by leaders from two of the southwestern domains. Participants
advocated the establishment of a parliamentary system as well as a wider
distribution of power. The men and women who embraced people’s
rights also protested the terms of the unequal treaties imposed by the
Western imperialist powers and frequently linked their call for people’s
rights (minken) to the cause of national rights (kokken). In 1881, their
demands were partly met when the government announced that a con-
stitution would be promulgated by the end of the decade. By 1890, the
opposition movements had largely run out of steam, brought into line
through a deft combination of heavy-handed suppression and concilia-
tory measures. The Imperial Japanese Constitution was announced with
much fanfare in 1889, and the following year saw the beginning of a
national Diet and party politics. After over two decades of considerable
flux, this period marked a new stage as the shape of the polity came into
sharper relief.¢

One of the main legacies of the early Meiji era, and in particular the
activism of the minken movement, was a new conception of politics and
political culture, notably the conviction that individuals should partici-
pate in their government and take an active interest in national affairs.”
This culture was disseminated throughout Japan via newspapers and
practices such as public speaking. Of course, Meiji political culture was
not created whole-cloth. The late Tokugawa period saw the develop-
ment of new communication networks, an unleashing of popular enet-
gies, and the politicization of many levels of society.® One could argue
that with the onset of Meiji, beginning with the 1868 Charter Oath and

6. Gluck, Japan’s Modern Myths, 17.

7. Yasumaru, “Kaisetsu,” 470-71.

8. See Wilson, Patriots and Redeemers; Walthall, The Weak Body of a Useless Woman; Miya-
chi, Bakumatsu ishinki no bunka; Harootunian, Toward Restoration. On the announcement of
the Charter Oath to a limited audience: Breen, “The Imperial Oath.”
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its promise that “matters will be decided based on public discussion,”
these changes led to the creation of a new public sphere in which a
number of “publics” engaged in conversations about the shape of the
modern state, Japan’s place in the world, and the relationship between
people and the state.

Modernity and the Woman Question

As Japan’s leaders confronted a hostile world, they encountered an idea
with great currency in the West: that the social position of women re-
flected a country’s level of civilization. During a trip to the United States
in 1867 on the eve of the Meiji Revolution, translator and later reformer
and educator Fukuzawa Yukichi purchased a geography textbook that
clarified Western views on the relationship between civilization and the
status of women: “Half-civilized nations . . . treat their women as slaves.
China, Japan, Turkey, and Persia are the principal countries of this
class.”? That Western women had few if any legal rights largely escaped
the notice of Western and Japanese commentators; as we shall see,
what they perceived as women’s high status in the West was mostly
limited to the chivalry accorded to Western women. Although elites
initiated dialogue about women’s roles and rights out of concern for
their country’s reputation vis-a-vis the outside world, the conversation
soon moved to an emerging public sphere where it sparked the wide-
ranging debate that I introduced at the beginning of this chapter.

Conversations about gender and women were initiated by men in
the early 1870s—they commenced at the very center of the polity, in-
augurated by male government officials, intellectuals, and journalists in
public debates, newspapers, and other written texts. But as this book
demonstrates, over time women came to join the conversation, both
as observers and participants. Politicized by the ferment surrounding
the minken movement, these women moved from their status as objects
of reform to subjects in the new public sphere. In the process, they
demonstrated the ability to make political statements. They also learned
to position themselves as citizens and loyal subjects of the nation. In
the process, they carved out a lasting public space of their own.

9. Craig, Civilization and Enlightenment, 48.
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But the debates about women were never just about women. One
of the aims of this book is to show that such conversations were also
connected to broader issues, including the shape of the new state, na-
tional rights, citizenship, the meanings of civilization, and Japan’s place
in the hierarchy of nations. Discussions about women allowed the
Japanese to feel as though they were moving toward a level of civili-
zation on par with the West, while at the same time preserving their
unique traditions. Indeed, the particular virtues of Japanese women are
a recurring theme throughout the Meiji discussions.

These debates have not been examined on their own terms in the
scholarly literature, although one finds passing references to them in
translations of Meiji thought and studies of women’s political activism.!?
Scholars have narrated the story of Meiji women in one of two ways.
One approach frames the early Meiji period as a liberal time of possibility
for women followed by a backlash that resulted in women’s complete
exclusion from political life in 1890. This story is one of failure, where
women fought against the state and lost. Another view highlights the
ways that women activists collaborated with the state, particularly after
1890. I wish to move beyond the binary paradigm that characterizes
women activists either as fighting against the state or else adopting the
state’s line. Instead, I demonstrate the complexity of women’s posi-
tion—that at the same time women cooperated with the state in certain
areas, on other issues they espoused visions and goals that were quite
distinct from the state’s, even when they availed themselves of similar
language.

This study also provides us with the opportunity to rethink the wide-
spread assumption that women were entirely excluded from political
and public life after 1890, following a brief moment of possibility in
the 1870s and 1880s spurred by contact with the West. While formal
exclusion is certainly part of the story, I am uneasy with this focus since
it relies on prescription rather than description and overlooks what
women actually did, assuming that women were confined to the private,
domestic sphere. Taking a different approach, this book argues that the

10. Kiyooka, Fukugawa Y ukichi; Sievers, Flowers in Salt; Mackie, Feminism in |apan; Pa-
tessio, “Women’s Participation”; Molony, “The Quest for Women’s Rights”; Garon,
Molding Japanese Minds.
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gender order was remade following the moment of rupture ignited by
the Meiji Restoration and that “a woman’s place” in Meiji Japan was
characterized by contradictions and unexpected consequences, by new
opportunities and new constraints.

The book ends soon after 1890, when the advent of a patliamentary
system and newly minted suffrage laws granted rights to less than 1 per-
cent of the adult male population. The woman question subsequently
receded into the background. Gender was no longer a central topic of
discussion, for it had already been key in guaranteeing a new conser-
vative political order, one where only a small number of men held po-
litical power. By the 1890s, then, the general parameters of the modern
gender system, while certainly not set in stone, had taken shape.!!

Rethinking Women and Politics

In many areas of the world, scholars have tended to view women as
entirely cut off from politics and political life prior to the granting of
women’s suffrage in the first half of the twentieth century. Since the
1980s, however, some scholars have begun to suggest that, with the
advent of the modern era, women were actually deprived of a certain
political access they had once enjoyed. Joan Landes, for example, has
argued that the French Revolution in fact intensified women’s exclu-
sion from politics and the public sphere and inaugurated a new do-
mesticity. In the old regime, Landes maintained, some women enjoyed
high status in venues such as salons, whereas the revolution led to the
exclusion of all women as women from the public sphere.? Political
theorists such as Carole Pateman have contended that liberal and re-
publican notions of citizenship were fundamentally hostile to women
and in fact built on the deliberate exclusion of women.!? Although the
work of these scholars was rooted in particular historical contexts, their
understanding has profoundly shaped the perspective of other scholars,
who have adopted similar frameworks for analyzing the often vexed

>

11. On the concept of a “gender system,’
Good,” 16.

12. Landes, Women and the Public Sphere.

13. Pateman, The Sexual Contract.

see Ryan, “The Public and the Private
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relationship between women and politics in societies other than France
and Great Britain.!4

More recently, however, some historians have begun to question this
narrative. Scholars including Suzanne Desan have proposed that the
French Revolution can be viewed from a different perspective, as a
source of both new possibilities for women as well as constraints.!> At
the same time that the revolution gave rise to a new emphasis on domes-
ticity, “it also enacted laws giving women new civil rights as individuals,
granted them new forms of legal and political access to the state, and
generated languages and practices for criticizing gender inequities.” !0
This study takes inspiration from such approaches and pursues modet-
nity’s mixed consequences for the gender order in nineteenth-century
Japan.1”

Why Gender?

Gender was critical to many of the larger processes that define the nine-
teenth century, from the creation of modern law codes to the advent
of modern public spheres. Historians have tended to underestimate its
importance, especially with regard to high politics, a field that until
recently has seemed impervious to gender.!8 In fact, the operation of
gender was everywhere: “The founding conjuncture of modern political
meaning,” explains historian Geoff Eley, “was pervaded by binary orders
of assumptions about woman and man, which became inscribed in the
constitutions, codes of law, and political mobilizations, as well as the
formal philosophical discourse around the universals of reason, law;

14. Desan explains “this set of ideas about French republicanism [as exclusionary]
holds all the more power because historians working on other regions, such as England,
the United States, Central Europe, and Latin America, have also argued that republican
or liberal politics, depending on the geography, reinforced the domestic subordination
of women” (1'he Family on 1'rial, 10).

15. Desan, “What’s after Political Culture?” 190.

16. Desan, The Family on ‘I'nial, 312—13.

17. Ibid., 3—4.

18. By “high politics,” I mean the workings of the government carried out by ap-
pointed and/or elected officials.



