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Section 3 ï Constitutionalism and the wars with China and Russia 

 

Topic 58 ï The struggle to revise the unequal treaties 

What strategies did Japan employ in order to renegotiate the unequal treaties signed with 

the Western powers during the final years of the shogunate? 

 

The problem of the unequal treaties 

The treaties that the shogunate signed with the Western powers in its final years were humiliating 

to the Japanese people due to the unequal terms they forced upon Japan. Firstly, any foreign 

national who committed a crime against a Japanese person was tried, not in a Japanese court, but 

in a consular court set up by the nation of the accused criminal.
1
 Secondly, Japan lost the right, just 

as many other Asian countries had, to set its own import tariffs. The Japanese people of the Meiji 

period yearned to end this legal discrimination imposed by the Western powers, and revision of 

the unequal treaties became Japan's foremost diplomatic priority. 

 

*1=The exclusive right held by foreign countries to try their own citizens in consular 

courts for crimes committed against Japanese people was referred to as the right of 

consular jurisdiction, which was a form of extraterritoriality.  

 

In 1872 (Meiji 5), the Iwakura Mission attempted to discuss the revision of the unequal treaties 

with the United States, but was rebuffed on the grounds that Japan had not reformed its legal 

system, particularly its criminal law. 

 

For this reason, Japan set aside the issue of consular jurisdiction and made recovery of its tariff 

autonomy the focal point of its bid to revise the unequal treaties. Though the United States 

agreed to this, the ensuing negotiations ultimately failed due to the opposition of Great Britain 

and France. However, in 1877 (Meiji 10), a group of British merchants were caught smuggling 

the narcotic opium into Japan and were arraigned before a consular court. The British consul 

ruled that their deeds were not treaty violations, as the opium was being imported for medicinal 

purposes. This unjust decision outraged the people of Japan and convinced the Meiji 

Government to switch the emphasis of the negotiations back to the abolition of consular 

jurisdiction. 
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French Food and Black Mourning Dress 

When nations hold state dinners for foreign guests, it is customary worldwide that they serve 

their own ethnic cuisine. For instance, at state dinners held in India, Indian food is served. And 

yet, ever since the Meiji period, Japan has served, not Japanese food, but French food to foreign 

dignitaries visiting the Imperial Palace. 

 

Furthermore, Japanese people traditionally wore white clothing to mourn a death. After the Edo 

period, the Imperial Family began to instead wear black clothing as was done in the West, and 

this trend gradually spread among the common people. Both of these customs are remnants of 

the remarkable lengths to which Japan was willing to go to prove that it was a civilized nation 

worthy of diplomatic equality in its treaty relations with the Western powers. 

 

Rokumeikan Hall and the Normanton Incident 

In 1883 (Meiji 16), the government constructed a Western-style building in Hibiya, Tokyo, 

called Rokumeikan Hall, which was to be the site of many lively dance parties to which 

foreigners were always invited. The objective was to use these parties to show the world that 

Japan was a civilized country like the Western powers and thus promote the cause of treaty 

revision. In 1886 (Meiji 19), the Normanton Incident, a case of serious criminal negligence on 

the part of a British sea captain, again highlighted the need for treaty revision.
2
 The consular 

court examining the case gave the captain of the Normanton a light sentence of just three months 

imprisonment, which further inflamed Japanese public opinion. 

 

*2=The British steamship Normanton sank off the coast of Wakayama during a rainstorm. 

Though the British captain and his crew escaped on lifeboats, all twenty-five of the 

Japanese passengers were abandoned on board and perished at sea. 

 

Treaty revision: The fruit of forty years of effort 

Japan remained undeterred in its quest to gain equality with the Western powers in spite of their 

continuing rejection of treaty revision. One of the reasons that Japan promulgated the Meiji 

Constitution in 1889 (Meiji 22) was to further the treaty revision process. 

 

Over time, Japan's progress towards modernization was recognized by Great Britain, then the 

world's most powerful country. With the additional motivation of countering the expansion of its 

rival Russia into East Asia, Britain reached out to Japan and signaled its willingness to negotiate 

the subject of treaty revision. Foreign Minister Mutsu Munemitsu, who was in charge of the   
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negotiations with Great Britain, successfully concluded the landmark Anglo-Japanese Treaty 

of Commerce and Navigation in 1894 (Meiji 27), just prior to the start of the First 

Sino-Japanese War. According to the terms of this agreement, Great Britain renounced 

extraterritoriality in exchange for the right of its citizens to freely live, travel, and conduct 

business in Japan. After Japan's subsequent triumph in the First Sino-Japanese War, many other 

countries, including the United States, followed suit and also abolished consular jurisdiction. 

Tariff autonomy took longer to regain, coming only after Japan defeated Russia in the 

Russo-Japanese War. In 1911 (Meiji 44), Japan struck a deal with the United States to allow 

Japan to set its own tariffs, finally ending the campaign to revise the unequal treaties that had 

been set in motion forty years earlier by the Iwakura Mission. 

 

Topic 58 Recap Challenge! ï State the two factors that motivated Great Britain to sign the 

Anglo-Japanese Treaty of Commerce and Navigation with Japan. 

 

The Achievement of Mutsu Munemitsu 

 

While serving as Resident Envoy to the United States and Mexico, Mutsu Munemitsu entered 

talks with the government of Mexico and negotiated a trade treaty in 1888. This was the first 

equal treaty Japan had signed with any nation outside of Asia. It affirmed tariff autonomy and 

granted consular jurisdiction to both parties. This achievement formed the basis for Japan's later 

success at revising its treaties with the Western powers. 

 

An Excerpt from Foreign Minister Mutsu Munemitsu's Speech to the Diet on Treaty 

Revision (1893) 

 

"The goal of treaty reform, or more accurately the goal of Japanese diplomacy, is to receive the 

rights befitting of every nation and carry out those duties to which every nation ought to commit 

itself. That is to say, the Empire of Japan, though located in Asia, wishes to receive special 

treatment from the Western powers beyond that which they have afforded to the other nations of 

Asia. Since that is the case, Japan must introduce domestic policies different from those of other 

Asian nations and the Japanese people must also demonstrate a unique spirit of enterprise 

beyond that of other Asian peoples." 

 

(Mutsu was emphasizing the implications of opening up the country and allowing foreigners to 

travel and work freely within Japan in exchange for the abolition of extraterritoriality.) 

 

The Long Road to Treaty Revision 

 

Year Event 

1872 The Iwakura Mission abandons negotiations due to lack of preparation. 

1887 Foreign Minister Inoue Kaoru's treaty revision efforts flounder due to popular 

opposition to his policies of Westernization. 

1889 Foreign Minister Okuma Shigenobu's proposal to appoint foreign judges to 

Japanese courts is leaked. Amidst the ensuing national uproar, Okuma is 

attacked with a bomb and loses his leg. The proposal is withdrawn. 

1894 Foreign Minister Mutsu Munemitsu succeeds at rescinding Great Britain's 

extraterritorial rights.  

1911 Foreign Minister Komura Jutaro succeeds at restoring Japan's tariff autonomy. 
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Topic 59 ï The Freedom and People's Rights Movement and the birth of political parties 

How did the Freedom and People's Rights Movement start and in what way was it 

connected to the formation of Japan's first political parties? 

 

The origin of the Freedom and People's Rights Movement 

The Charter Oath, which was issued in 1868 (Meiji 1), declared that one of the nation's 

fundamental policies was to open an assembly that would govern the country on the basis of 

public opinion. In 1874 (Meiji 7), Itagaki Taisuke, who had left the Meiji Government the 

previous year during the Debate on Punishing Korea, submitted his Proposal to Establish a 

Popularly Elected Assembly to the government. Itagaki wanted the people to be able to 

participate in political decision-making within the framework of a national assembly.
1
 

 

*1=Itagaki's proposal took the form of a memorial (kenpakusho), which means a written 

address. The memorial system, which was introduced to Japan in 1869, permitted any 

Japanese citizen, regardless of gender or class, to present their opinions to the government. 

The memorial system continued for twenty years until the establishment of the National 

Diet in 1890, after which it was replaced by the petition system, direct petitioning to the 

Diet. 

 

At the same time as he submitted his proposal, Itagaki and his supporters in Kochi Prefecture 

founded the Self-Help Society, a political association consisting primarily of former samurai. 

Itagaki denounced the Meiji Government as a "clan government" that was dominated by a clique 

of officials from the former provinces of Satsuma and Choshu. To counter the "clan 

government", Itagaki started a campaign for free and democratic political participation. Once it 

had spread nationwide, it became known as the Freedom and People's Rights Movement. 

 

The formation of political parties 

In 1878 (Meiji 11), the government organized elected prefectural assemblies to aid local 

administration. Supporters of the Freedom and People's Rights Movement entered the 

prefectural assemblies, created regional political bodies, and improved coordination between 

sympathetic groups across Japan. In 1880 (Meiji 13), representatives met in Osaka and 

constituted the League for the Establishment of a National Assembly, which spread the 

movement's message through speeches and newspapers. 
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Amidst the rise of the Freedom and People's Rights Movement, officials within the Meiji 

Government were split over when the national assembly should be established. In 1881 (Meiji 

14), State Councilor Okuma Shigenobu insisted that the government move forward with the 

creation of a national assembly and a party-cabinet system within two years. Ito Hirobumi  

judged this timetable as premature and had Okuma ousted from the government in an event 

known as the Political Crisis of 1881. Simultaneously, the government released the Imperial 

Edict on the Establishment of a National Assembly, promising the people of Japan that the 

national assembly would come into being in ten years time. Many political parties began 

forming in anticipation of the assembly's establishment, including the Liberal Party  founded by 

Itagaki Taisuke in 1881 and the Constitutional Reform Party founded by Okuma Shigenobu 

the following year. 

 

An Excerpt from Itagaki Taisuke's 1874 Proposal to Establish a Popularly Elected 

Assembly 

(as recorded in Itagaki's book The History of the Liberal Party) 

 

"Where is the center of political power in Japan today? It lies neither with the Emperor above us 

nor the people below us. Rather, it lies with a handful of government officials. These men say 

that they revere the Emperor and cherish the people, but actually they have been releasing one 

ordinance after another and arbitrarily changing othersé At this rate, the state is going to 

collapse. Our country can be saved only if the government holds true to its words and establishes 

a popularly elected assembly." 

 

Efforts by the government and people to write a constitution 

Outside the capital, civic-minded men began to independently form a variety of groups dedicated 

to conducting research with foreign books and preparing draft constitutions. These private draft 

constitutions all advocated forms of constitutional monarchy and are testament to the remarkable 

intellectualism, passion for learning, and strong patriotic feelings of ordinary Japanese citizens 

during the Meiji period.  

 

Both the Meiji Government and the Freedom and People's Rights Movement agreed that Japan 

needed a constitution and national assembly in order to forge a modern nation-state and 

renegotiate the unequal treaties. However, the Freedom and People's Rights Movement sought 

immediate action, whereas the Meiji Government wanted to move forward cautiously. The Meiji 

Government sent Ito Hirobumi to Europe for the purpose of examining and researching the   
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constitutions of other countries such as Prussia. Upon returning to Japan, he set about preparing 

the government's draft constitution together with Inoue Kowashi and other officials. Though Ito 

consulted the models provided by European constitutions, the draft constitution he drew up was 

also clearly founded upon Japanese religious and cultural traditions. In 1885 (Meiji 18), Ito 

established a cabinet system and took office as Japan's first prime minister. 

 

Topic 59 Recap Challenge! ï State three of the demands that the Japanese people of this time 

made towards the Meiji Government. 

 

Reading Groups and the Draft Constitutions of the Freedom and People's Rights 

Movement 

 

During the early Meiji period, learned societies sprung up throughout Japan and many reading 

groups, known as kaidoku in Japanese, were convened. Japanese reading groups were public 

discussions of translations of foreign laws or of Western books on politics and economics, just 

as was undertaken in private academies and domain schools of the Edo period. During these 

discussions, people were encouraged, not to submit to the opinion of others, but rather to present 

their own criticisms and build logic-based arguments. As a result of the reading groups, Japanese 

people across their country were able to learn about Western ideas of constitutionalism, and they 

joined together to write a variety of private draft constitutions, which were called "popular 

constitutions". The total number of the draft popular constitutions written throughout Japan 

during this period exceeded 3,000. 

 

Some of the most important of these draft constitutions were the following: 

 

¶ Draft Constitution of Japan (proposed by Naito Roichi) 

¶ Draft Constitution of Greater Oriental Japan (proposed by Ueki Emori) 

¶ Draft Constitution of Japan (proposed by the Self-Help Society) 

¶ Constitution of the Empire of Japan ï also called the Itsukaichi Constitution (proposed 

by Chiba Takusaburo) 

¶ Iwakura Tomomi Constitution Outline (proposed by Inoue Kowashi) 

 

All the draft constitutions contained provisions stipulating that Japan was to be a constitutional 

monarchy. For example, the Itsukaichi Constitution contained the following clauses. 

 

"-The figure of the Emperor is sacred and inviolable, and bears no responsibility to any other 

body." 

"-The Emperor oversees the judicial, executive, and legislative branches of government." 
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Topic 60 ï The Meiji Constitution and the foundation of a constitutional state 

What principles were enshrined within the Meiji Constitution? 

 

The promulgation of the Meiji Constitution  

On February 11, 1889 (Meiji 22), the Meiji Constitution , officially titled the Constitution of the 

Great Japanese Empire, was promulgated. On that day, raucous festivities took place throughout 

Tokyo, even though the city was still blanketed by the snowfall of the previous night. 

Celebratory gunfire rang out, costumed revelers went on parade, and floats snaked their way 

through the streets. 

 

The Meiji Constitution affirms in its first articles that the Emperor reigns over Japan. However, 

the government's actual policies were to be enacted in accordance with the advice of the 

Emperor's ministers, and the Emperor himself bore no political responsibilities.
1
 The Meiji 

Constitution obligated all Japanese subjects to pay taxes and serve in the military, but 

guaranteed their rights to freedom of speech, assembly, association, residence, movement, and 

religion within the bounds of the law. Japanese subjects also had the right to vote for members 

of the House of Representatives in free elections. The enactment of budgets or laws required the 

consent of the national assembly, which was called the Diet. The Diet was composed of two 

houses: the popularly elected House of Representatives and the House of Peers, which included 

both peers and other distinguished men, such as scholars or bureaucrats, who were appointed by 

the Emperor.  

 

*1=This concept is contained within Article 3 of the Meiji Constitution, stating that, "The 

Emperor is sacred and inviolable." This article meant that the Emperor could not be held 

responsible for political decisions, but the implication of it was that the Emperor held no 

right to make political decisions. 
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A Constitution Praised Inside and Outside Japan 

 

At the time that the Meiji Constitution was proclaimed, it garnered praise even from stridently 

anti-government newspapers that described it as "truly commendable" and "far better than what 

we expected". Once the Meiji Constitution was translated and sent abroad, it elicited a similar 

response in other countries. One British newspaper wrote that, "There is something romantic 

about this deliberate establishment of a Parliamentary Constitution in an Eastern land. It is a 

tremendous experiment." The most praiseworthy aspect of the Meiji Constitution, according to 

one British scholar, was the moderation upon which it was founded as demonstrated by its 

respect for time-honored history and traditions. Furthermore, a German legal theorist 

commended Japan's leaders for their wisdom in dividing the national assembly into a popularly 

elected lower chamber (the House of Representatives) and an appointed upper chamber (the 

House of Peers) on the grounds that the lower houses of other countries were apt to favor 

extreme solutions and become a source of social unrest. To check the rash behavior of the lower 

house, he argued, it was necessary to have an upper house consisting of conscientious men who 

care deeply about the national interest. 

 

The Diet and elections to the House of Representatives 

In 1890 (Meiji 23), the First Imperial Diet  convened following Japan's first elections for the 

House of Representatives.
2 
With that, Japan had completed its evolution into Asia's first 

full -fledged constitutional state, in an age when it was widely believed that only Western nations 

were capable of such a feat. 

 

*2=Suffrage was limited to men over the age of twenty-five who paid more than fifteen yen 

in direct, national taxes. Other contemporary democracies, including Great Britain, 

France, and the United States, also restricted the right to vote on the basis of social status 

or income. 

 

The Imperial Rescript on Education 

In advance of the opening of the First Imperial Diet, the Imperial Rescript on Education was 

issued in the name of Emperor Meiji. The Imperial Rescript on Education was a set of teachings 

containing the guiding principles that the government expected of all Japanese citizens. It 

extolled the importance of public duty to the community, the pursuit of learning, filial piety 

towards one's parents, and service to the nation in times of emergency. The rescript was recited   
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in all Japanese schools until the end of World War II in 1945, and it left a deep impact on the 

lives of the Japanese people of the time. 

 

Topic 60 Recap Challenge! ï Explain the status of the Emperor of Japan under the Meiji 

Constitution. 

 

The Imperial Rescript on Education 

 

In 1890, Japan's traditional moral values coexisted with new ideas that entered Japan during the 

Meiji period, and there was great confusion over how to define good morality. For this reason, 

the government issued the Imperial Rescript on Education, which was a short description of 

fourteen virtues bearing the authority of the Emperor. As principles of civic conduct, the rescript 

was ceremonially recited in class by Japanese students. It was also translated into many foreign 

languages and disseminated abroad. The following is an excerpt from the rescript: 

 

"Ye, Our subjects, be filial to your parents, affectionate to your brothers and sisters; as husbands 

and wives be harmonious, as friends true; bear yourselves in modesty and moderation; extend 

your benevolence to all; pursue learning and cultivate arts, and thereby develop intellectual 

faculties and perfect moral powers; furthermore advance public good and promote common 

interests; always respect the Constitution and observe the laws; should emergency arise, offer 

yourselves courageously to the State; and thus guard and maintain the prosperity of Our Imperial 

Throneé" 

 

The Major Articles of the Meiji Constitution  

 

"Article 1. The Empire of Japan shall be reigned over and governed by a line of Emperors 

unbroken for ages eternal." 

 

"Article 3. The Emperor is sacred and inviolable." 

 

"Article 4. The Emperor is the head of the Empire, combining in Himself the rights of 

sovereignty, and exercises them, according to the provisions of the present Constitution." 

 

"Article 5. The Emperor exercises the legislative power with the consent of the Imperial Diet." 

 

"Article 11. The Emperor has the supreme command of the Army and Navy." 

 

"Article 20. Japanese subjects are amenable to service in the Army or Navy, according to the 

provisions of law. " 

 

"Article 29. Japanese subjects shall, within the limits of law, enjoy the liberty of speech, writing, 

publication, public meetings and associations." 

 

"Article 55. (1) The respective Ministers of State shall give their advice to the Emperor, and be 

responsible for it. (2) All Laws, Imperial Ordinances, and Imperial Rescripts of whatever kind, 

that relate to the affairs of the State, require the countersignature of a Minister of State." 

 

"Article 57. (1) The Judicature shall be exercised by the Courts of Law according to law, in the 

name of the Emperor." 
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PERSONALITY PROFILE  

Fukuzawa Yukichi, Author of An Encouragement of Learning and Leaving Asia 

Why did Fukuzawa Yukichi, who once argued that Japan should ally with Korea and Qing 

China to counter Western expansionism into Asia, later pen the essay Leaving Asia? 

 

Independent individuals and national independence 

Fukuzawa Yukichi was an enlightened thinker active in mid to late-nineteenth century Japan. In 

1872 (Meiji 5), he wrote the influential work An Encouragement of Learning, which contained 

one of his most famous maxims, "National independence cannot be achieved without 

independent individuals." What Fukuzawa meant was that Japan could never stand equal with 

the Western powers and be truly independent until every Japanese citizen became imbued with 

his own spirit of independence. An independent individual, Fukuzawa pointedly argued, would 

not be content to simply leave political affairs to the elites and blindly follow their dictates. 

 

"Those who lack an independent spirit feel no shame when they should feel shame, fail to speak 

out when they should speak out, and meekly stoop before everyone they see. It has been said 

that these attitudes are acceptable amongst our fellow Japanese, but in our present era of 

vigorous interaction with foreign countries, they are not merely a loss to the individual, but a 

loss to the whole country. They are not merely a shame to the individual, but a shame to the 

whole country." 

 

Saving Japan from the "wildfire" 

In the same line of thought, Fukuzawa hoped that Japan's neighbors in Asia, Korea and Qing 

China, would also assert their independence in order to resist Western imperialism. He believed 

that all three nations would have to help their people accept enlightened values, quickly 

modernize their societal structures, and then join forces to defeat the encroachments of the 

Western powers. Contrary to Fukuzawa's high expectations, events did not transpire in the way 

he had desired. 

 

From the Opium War and onwards, China was repeatedly invaded by the Western powers, 

including Great Britain, France, and Russia, but it hesitated to modernize its political and social 

structures. Under the tributary system, Korea stagnated under Chinese tutelage and proved 

unable to institute the reforms needed to modernize its national defenses even as Russian power 

bore down on the Korean Peninsula from the north. Indeed, some Chinese and Korean leaders 

scorned Japan's policy of "civilization and enlightenment" as "aping the West".  
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Fukuzawa refused to simply turn a blind eye to the problems of Japan's Asian neighbors. He 

explained the situation as follows: 

 

"Europe's current advance into Asia is just like a spreading wildfire. Japan cannot save itself 

from the wildfire just by building its own home out of stone. As long as the other homes in the 

neighborhood are built of cheap wood, Japan will have no chance of escaping the spreading 

flames." 

 

Thus, because Japan, Korea, and China were all homes on the same street, Japan would only be 

safe once it had ensured that the other two homes were also built of stone, if necessary by 

applying a degree of coercion towards their owners. This was the analogy Fukuzawa chose to 

illustrate Japan's urgent need to modernize not only itself, but its neighbors as well. 

 

Korea's failure to modernize and Leaving Asia 

Within the Korean government, some politicians understood the gravity of the crisis their 

country was facing. One of them was Kim Ok-kyun. Fukuzawa was in contact with Kim 

Ok-kyun and other members of his Enlightenment Party, and he aided their efforts to have the 

Korean government pursue a pro-modernization agenda. 

 

Fukuzawa also urged that all Koreans be educated to read and write in hangul, a Korean 

alphabetic script that was not widely used, despite having been invented by Korea's ruling 

Choson dynasty in the fifteenth century. 

 

Nonetheless, there were also many ultraconservative political figures in the Korean government 

who opposed the Enlightenment Party and sought to thwart their policies of modernization. In 

addition, China exerted military pressure on Korea to prevent it from breaking free of its 

tributary status and interfered with Korea's progress towards modernization. In 1884 (Meiji 17), 

Kim Ok-kyun and the Enlightenment Party attempted to seize power with Japanese support in 

the hopes of completing the modernization of their country. This event, known as the Kapsin 

Coup, proved short-lived when the Chinese government declared its intention to "protect" its 

tributary and had its armed forces quickly crush Kim's uprising. 

 

The failure of the rest of East Asia to modernize did much to disillusion Fukuzawa. Immediately   
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after the Kapsin Coup, he penned the essay Leaving Asia, which expressed his new way of 

thinking that, "Our country can no longer hope to resist the advance of the West by joining 

forces with Korea and China as they are now. From now on, we will have no choice but to work 

with the Western countries and play by their rules." Regardless, Fukuzawa did not adopt an 

uncompromising stance right away. He continued to insist afterwards in his speeches and 

writings that China and Korea would experience a great awakening. 
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Topic 61 ï The First Sino-Japanese War and the Triple Intervention 

What sort of conflict was the First Sino-Japanese War? 

 

Sino-Japanese disputes over Korea 

After Korea ended its isolationist stance, Japan supported Korea's modernization by aiding its 

military reform. However, in 1882 (Meiji 15), some Korean soldiers belonging to unreformed 

Korean military units felt slighted by their government and rebelled in an event referred to as the 

Imo Mutiny. As Korea's suzerain, China leapt into action and sent several thousand soldiers to 

put down the mutiny. This served to weaken Japan's influence over Korea. 

 

In 1884 (Meiji 17), Korean reformer Kim Ok-kyun and his allies launched the Kapsin Coup with 

the aim of seizing control of the government and bringing about modernization in the style of the 

Meiji Restoration. Once again, China responded by suppressing the revolt with force of arms. 

 

Having been defeated in two consecutive power struggles over Korea, Japan took immediate 

steps to bolster its armed forces in anticipation of war with China. Before long, Japan was close 

to reaching military parity with China. 

 

Kim Ok -kyun and the Kapsin Coup 

Kim Ok-kyun was born into a family of yangban, Korea's elite ruling class, during the Choson 

dynasty. After passing the civil service examination, he became an official in the Korean 

government. He understood what was going on in the world outside Korea and grew keenly 

aware of the need for Korea to become an independent and modern nation. To this end, he 

gathered like-minded men together as the Enlightenment Party, also known as the Independence 

Party, and pressed for reforms modelled on Japan's Meiji Restoration. His motto was, "If Japan 

is to be the Britain of Asia, then our country shall be the France of Asia." 

 

In 1884, the Enlightenment Party seized the opportunity presented by the outbreak of war 

between China and France to launch a coup d'état against Korea's conservative, pro-Chinese 

leaders. Though the Enlightenment Party momentarily succeeded in overthrowing the 

government, Qing China was determined to keep Korea under its thumb and deployed an army 

into Korea three days later to squash the uprising. Japan was unable to save the Enlightenment 

Party, but it did give sanctuary to Kim Ok-kyun when he fled his own country. Ten years later, 

while Kim was staying in Shanghai, he was killed by an assassin sent by the Korean 

government. 
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The reasons why Japan won the First Sino-Japanese War 

In 1894 (Meiji 27), peasants in southern Korea rose up against the government. This was called 

the Tonghak Rebellion, as most of the rebels were members of the Tonghak religious sect. At 

one point, their peasant army managed to overrun a large portion of the Korean Peninsula in 

their quest to expel foreigners and corrupt officials from Korea. Because Korea's ruling Choson 

dynasty had few soldiers of its own, it called upon China to help defeat the insurrection. In 

accordance with a prior agreement,
1
 Japan also dispatched troops, who eventually clashed with 

the Chinese Army. This was the beginning of the First Sino-Japanese War. 

 

*1=In 1885 (Meiji 18), Japan and China approved a treaty requiring that neither party 

send troops into Korea without first providing advance notification to the other party. 

 

The fighting between Japan and China spread from Korea to southern Manchuria in northeastern 

China. The Japanese military emerged victorious, having overpowered the Chinese on both land 

and sea. Both Japanese and Chinese forces were equipped with modern weaponry, but Japan's 

soldiers benefited from greater discipline, superior training, and better morale than those of 

China. Moreover, whereas the Chinese people felt no sense of unity with their government, the 

Japanese people rallied behind their government and embraced their role in winning the war. It 

was these non-material factors that determined the conflict's outcome. 

 

The Treaty of Shimonoseki and the Triple Intervention 

In 1895 (Meiji 28), China and Japan concluded the Treaty of Shimonoseki. Under the terms of 

the treaty, China recognized Korea's independence, paid an indemnity of over three hundred 

million yen, which was about three times the annual revenue of the Japanese government, and 

ceded two of its territories, Taiwan and the Liaodong Peninsula, to Japan. The Sino-Barbarian 

World Order that had prevailed in East Asia since ancient times collapsed definitively, and soon 

Western powers picked apart China. Nevertheless, they were reluctant to treat Japan as an equal. 

Russia, which had its own territorial ambitions towards East Asia, allied with Germany and 

France in a bid to force Japan to return the Liaodong Peninsula to China under threat of war. 

This was called the Triple  Intervention . 

 

Without the strength to resist the enormous military pressure brought to bear upon it, Japan had 

no choice but to give up Liaodong. Then, just three years later, Russia was granted leases on two 

key sites in the Liaodong Peninsula, Port Arthur and Dalian, and set up military bases there.  
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Adopting the slogan of "endure hardship now for vengeance later",
2
 the government and people 

of Japan strived in unison to make the nation strong enough to confront Russia. 

 

*2=This slogan, pronounced gashinshotan in Japanese, literally means "sleep on 

brushwood and lick gall". It refers to a Chinese story of a man who did these unpleasant 

acts as a daily ritual so that he would never forget his determination to avenge past 

humiliations. 

 

Topic 61 Recap Challenge! ï Explain the nature of the First Sino-Japanese War by summarizing 

its causes, progression, and outcome. 

 

Japan's First Party Cabinet 

 

In 1898 (Meiji 31), several years after the end of the First Sino-Japanese War, Okuma 

Shigenobu's Progressive Party and Itagaki Taisuke's Liberal Party united as the Constitutional 

Party. The Constitutional Party formed the Okuma cabinet, Japan's first cabinet to be controlled 

by elected party politicians rather than non-partisan officials. However, Okuma's government 

collapsed in less than half a year. 
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Topic 62 ï The Anglo-Japanese Alliance 

Why did Japan favor an alliance with Great Britain to protect its national security? 

 

The Boxer Rebellion and Russia 

Near the end of the nineteenth century, Russia set its sights on Asia as part of its longstanding 

ambition to control an ice-free port. In 1891, it began construction on the Trans-Siberian 

Railway that was to cut across continental Asia and link Moscow with Vladivostok, Russia's 

gateway to the east.
1
 At the same time, Russia also set about acquiring various interests in the 

Korean Peninsula, such as mines, railways, and territorial leases. 

 

*1=Vladivostok was a port town that Russia founded near Korea's northern border. The 

name means "ruler of the east" in English. 

 

In 1900, the Boxer Rebellion broke out in China.
2
 The Boxers were independent self-defense 

groups inspired by traditional Chinese religious beliefs and violently opposed to foreigners. 

Several tens of thousands of Boxers rose up in Shandong Province and proceeded to slaughter 

missionaries and diplomats. When the Boxers laid siege to the foreign legations in Beijing, an 

international expedition was dispatched to quell the revolt.
3
 The expedition was comprised of 

soldiers from eight countries, including Great Britain and Russia, though it was Japan that 

supplied the largest contingent. The year after the defeat of the rebellion, the Boxer Protocol was 

signed by China and each of the foreign countries involved. At that point, the international 

expedition was supposed to withdraw from China, but 20,000 Russian troops, who were sent to 

guard the Chinese Eastern Railway that was under construction in Manchuria, stayed behind. 

Although Great Britain, the United States, and Japan protested, Russia refused to yield. 

 

*2=The "Boxers" received their name from the martial art that they practiced, which they 

called the "Fists of Righteous Harmony". 

 

*3=When foreign diplomats were holed up in Beijing, the remarkable courage and 

discipline of the Japanese troops led by Aizu-born officer Shiba Goro was reported around 

the world. This good press played a significant role in bringing Japan and Great Britain 

closer together in the years prior to the conclusion of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. 

 

The advent of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance 
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Japan felt a looming sense of crisis in the face of Russia's on-going southward advance. Ito 

Hirobumi and Inoue Kaoru asserted that Japan could never win a war against Russia, and instead 

advocated negotiating a compromise called the "Manchuria-Korea Trade-Off". Japan would give 

Russia a free hand in Manchuria in exchange for Russia recognizing the Korean Peninsula as 

Japan's sphere of influence. On the other hand, Yamagata Aritomo, Katsura Taro, Kato Takaaki, 

and Komura Jutaro argued that Japan should fight Russia after forging an alliance with Great 

Britain, which had been drawing increasingly close to Japan in recent years. 

 

What finally settled the debate was an opinion paper presented by diplomat Komura Jutaro. His 

paper discussed whether Japan's national interests would best be served by an alliance with 

Russia or Great Britain, and concluded that Japan ought to side with Britain. Komura's opinion 

paper was adopted as the official policy of the government and became the basis for the 

negotiations that ultimately led to the signing of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance in 1902 (Meiji 

35). For the twenty years it remained in force, the Anglo-Japanese Alliance greatly contributed 

to Japan's security and prosperity. 

 

On the eve of war with Russia 

Boasting a national budget and military strength ten times greater than Japan's, Russia reinforced 

its garrisons in Manchuria and commenced construction of a military base at Ryongampo near 

the mouth of the Yalu River. It was clear that if Japan stood by idly, Russia would continue to 

augment its forces in East Asia and soon gain an insurmountable military advantage over Japan.
4
 

The Japanese government decided to initiate hostilities with Russia before it was too late. 

 

*4=The Triple Intervention had damaged Japan's clout in Asia and led to considerable 

turmoil in Korea. Russia used this opportunity to station troops in Korea. The King of 

Korea, who feared for his safety amid this political chaos, sought refuge in the Russian 

legation. Only a year later did the King return to his palace, but from then on Russia 

frequently meddled in the Korean government. 

 

Topic 62 Recap Challenge! ï State three or more reasons why Japan struck an alliance with 

Great Britain instead of Russia 

 

 

 

. 
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The Disadvantages of a Russo-Japanese Treaty 

(according to Komura Jutaro's opinion paper) 

 

(1.) Even though a treaty may be able to temporarily sustain the peace in East Asia, it cannot 

possibly satisfy Russia's rapacious expansionism, and thus will provide us with no long-term 

guarantees.  

 

(2.) Although things may be different in the future, for now access to Siberia would provide us 

with little economic benefit. 

 

(3.) Recently, both the people and government of China have adopted friendly attitudes towards 

Japan, but an alliance with Russia would destroy this goodwill and would harm Japan's interests 

in China. 

 

(4.) We would have to confront the naval might of Great Britain. 

 

The Advantages of an Anglo-Japanese Alliance 

(according to Komura Jutaro's opinion paper) 

 

(1.) Great Britain's objective in Asia is not territorial expansion, but rather commercial profit and 

maintenance of the status quo. An alliance with Great Britain would restrain Russia's ambitions 

and would preserve the peace in East Asia for a relatively longer period of time. 

 

(2.) Consequently, a treaty between Great Britain and Japan would be of a peaceful and 

defensive character and would therefore be supported by international public opinion. 

 

(3.) If we align ourselves with Great Britain, Chinese trust in Japan will increase, as will Japan's 

profits in China. 

 

(4.) To resolve the Korean problem, we must join forces with another strong country so that 

Russia will be compelled to accept our terms. Great Britain is the most suitable nation with 

which to form such an alliance. 

 

(5.) An alliance with Great Britain will heighten international confidence in the Japanese 

economy. Moreover, the British people will share common interests with us through our alliance 

and so are likely to provide financial and economic assistance to Japan. 

 

(6.) There is no comparison between the British Empire and Siberia, as far as the value of 

commerce to Japan is concerned. 

 

(7.) The Russian Navy is much weaker than the British Navy, and thus a less formidable 

opponent. 
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Topic 63 ï The Russo-Japanese War: Japan's riskiest gambit 

How was the Russo-Japanese War fought and what impact did Japan's victory have on the 

world? 

 

The Battles of Mukden and Tsushima 

In February 1904 (Meiji 37), Japan cut diplomatic relations with Russia and attacked. Korea and 

Manchuria were the battlefields of the ensuing Russo-Japanese War. 

 

Army units led by Nogi Maresuke captured Port Arthur and, after a tough fight, destroyed 

Russia's Pacific Fleet that was bottled up in the harbor. After these victories, the Japanese Army 

advanced northward, encountering the Russian main force in March 1905, and defeating it 

during the Battle of Mukden. However, Japan's losses were so heavy that it was unable to pursue 

the fleeing Russian soldiers. 

 

In October 1904, the Russian Baltic Fleet left the Baltic Sea bound for Asia, and though it had a 

long voyage ahead of it around the coastline of Africa, it was unable to acquire needed supplies 

of coal fuel along the way. Britain's colonies turned away Russian ships due to its alliance with 

Japan, as did neutral countries, preventing the Baltic Fleet from resupplying with the 

high-quality coal they had stored in port or to dock for repairs. In May 1905, the Japanese 

Combined Fleet led by Admiral Togo Heihachiro intercepted the Baltic Fleet in Tsushima Strait 

and, through a brilliant application of naval strategy, completely annihilated it. This incredible 

clash of naval arms, the Battle of Tsushima, remains one of the most decisive sea battles in 

world history. 

 

The Treaty of Portsmouth 

By the time it had defeated Russia at the Battle of Tsushima, Japan was already financially 

exhausted. The sum of Japan's war expenditures amounted to eight times its annual budget, a 

tremendous expense that was covered through the sale of bonds and acquisition of foreign loans. 

It was obvious that, if the war dragged on, the Russians would gradually mobilize the full 

strength of their massive nation, send overwhelming reinforcements into Asia, and turn the tides 

of the war against Japan. Meanwhile, Russia had its own reasons for desiring an end to the war. 

Its constant military defeats were strengthening the hand of the domestic reform movement that 

was critical of Russia's autocratic government. US President Theodore Roosevelt understood the 

situation facing Russia and Japan and offered to mediate a peace deal between the two sides.  

 

 


