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How The Differences in Modernization of

Japan and China Came Out

According to the result of my research up until now, the success and the fast speed of Japan’s
modernization can be attributed to several overlapped reasons. It is a big issue to compare the
reasons that brought about the differences in the speed of the two countries’ modernization, and
one or two reasons are just not enough for explanation. But it is still possible to point out
several relatively significant factors among all.

The relatively significant factors under consideration, according to my research so far, are as

follows:

1. At that time pressure emanating from FEurope and America was chiefly directed towards
China among East Asian countries, accordingly the pressure towards Japan remained relatively
weak. Therefore, it could be considered as a propitious condition for Japan’s modernization
process.

2. Early in the seventeenth century a unified domestic market had already been formed in
Japan. Later on this basis the movement against internal administrative division of Bakufu and
Han (feudal domains) took place. This movement, aiming at the realization of a unified state

with the Emperor at its center, developed into a concept of “Revere the Emperor” (2 EZR),
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which was in vogue in the late Tokugawa period. And a unified state with a prerequisite of
modern state, namely an absolutist state, was established with the Meiji Restoration. Although
the state at this phase cannot be called a modern state yet, at the following stage the Movement
for Freedom and Citizen’s Rights (H i3 R H#E) aiming at a modern state took place under this
crucial prerequisite. Driven by this movement the system of Meiji Constitution, as a basically
modern state, was born, although it contained a fair number of pre-modern elements.

3. Part of the ruling class, the lower ranking samurais strongly opposed the current ruling
system under the Japan’s Bakufu system with lineage system and hereditary system as its
principles. They shared with and represented the wishes of the peasants, workers and merchants
at that time who desired to get released from the hereditary system. By contrast, China was
based on a state-run examination system (F} %)) and the whole ruling class were deepley
confident and firmly persistent in the current system, thus they put up stubborn resistance
towards any social change.

4. In Japan the idelogy circumscribing the valid scope of the traditional ideology
(Confucianism) took shape in the seventeenth century. As time passed by, the scope was
considered to become more and more narrow. In the late Tokugawa period it was thought to be
limited merely to the scope of the daily morals. Thus, there were very few obstacles on the road
of introducing new culture into Japan.

5. When the harbors were opened for foreign trade, a unified domestic market had already
been in existence in Japanv. But as they were in the hands of the Japanese merchants, both
foreign imports and Japan’s exports had to be reliant on Japan’s distributive organs. Therefore,
some buffer effect was born. However, since there was yet no unified domestic market in China
at that time, China had to accept foreign goods in a so-called stark-naked situation. In Japan
people who engaged in the business of comprador used to exist, too, but they failed to grow as
“capital of comprador” as did in China. This can also be attributed to the existence of a unified
domestic market.

6. In introducing modern industry both Japan and China adopted a policy centering on
“government-supervised, merchant-run” enterprises like government-run enterprises and semi-
government, semi-private enterprise from the very beginning. However, due to the pressure of the
Freedom and Civil Rights Movement ([ fHEHEEE]), Japan was able to get out of the situation
relatively rapidly by selling off the government-run and government-private joint enterprises and
switching to a policy centering on the private industries. But since then China, where the
tradition of the bureaucratic enterprises was deep-rooted, had continued carrying out the
“government-supervised, merchant-run enterprises” policy for a long time. As a result, a decisive

difference showed in the two countries’ economic development.
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7. Japan had a traditinal style of mass education. In the late Edo period, Japan had become a
country with the most widespread diffusion of elementary education in the world at that time.
This turned out to be a propitious point for its later modernization. In China as there was a
strong tendency of learning for the sake of passing the official examination, the widespread
dissemination of education of the common people fell behind.

8. During the middle of the nineteenth century Japan was the only nation remaining outside
the China’s tribute system in East Asia. Therefore in comparison with the center country (China)
and the deeply enmeshed nation in the tribute system (Korea), Japan had long been successful in
dealing with foreign affairs on a country-to-country basis.

Some of my research result were published: An Introduction to the Comparative Study of the
Modernization of Japan and China by Ryukei Publishers, its Chinese translation A Comparative
Study of the Modernization of China and Japan by the University of Beijing and its Chinese
enlarged edition A Comparison of Economic Theories in the Period of Modernization in China
and Japan by the International Broadcasting Press, and Japan’s Modernization — In
Comparison with that of China by Hokuju Publishing House, the Chinese edition: Japan’s
Modernization by the International Broadcasting Press and its English version: The Foundations
of Japan’s Modernization —A Comparison with China’s Path Towards Modernization by the E.
J. Brill, Leiden » New York « Koln. Besides, I also made a report entitled “The Comparison of
Japan and China in the Period of the Opium War” as an introduction part of the “Japan’s
Culture and Edo Period” International Symposium held under the sponsorship of Prof. Umehara

Takesi and Dr. Ohishi Shizaburo in Kyoto in October, 1986.
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