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<Research Note>

The ASJ and International Conflicts
in the Meiji Period:
A New Dimension in Early Japanology

David UVA

INTRODUCTION

The Asiatic Society of Japan (ASJ) was one of the learned societies established
in the Meiji Period that focused on Japan. It is still active today and has a history
of 130years. The Society was located in Japan, which provided it with an advan-
tageous position in pursuing research on Japan. Its publications are called “The
Transactions of the Asiatic Society of Japan” and are a valuable source for
Japanologists. In my Master’s thesis “The Transactions of the Asiatic Society of
Japan 1872-1912: a Development of Japanology in the Meiji Period” I discussed
aspects of the ASJ and of its Transactions published during the Meiji Period. The
Meiji Period has been chosen because it is the era to which the roots of contem-
porary Japanology can be traced. On the occasion of this publication I will focus
on the part of my thesis that discussed the ASJ and international conflicts.

Two major conflicts of The Meiji Period changed Japan’s history: the Sino-
Japanese War (1894-95) and the Russo-Japanese War (1904-05). A direct result
of these conflicts was Japan’s entry into international society as a highly
esteemed Asian power. How did these events influence the AST ? Did they generate
new research? Is it possible that there was a different approach to Japanese history
and culture after these wars? Was the number of members and contributors in
any way affected? To address these questions I focused on an examination of the
Transactions? immediately before, during and after the wars, in order to assess
the impact of these events on the Society.

1. SUBJECTS OF PAPERS BEFORE 18%4

The subjects of the papers handed in for publication had to be consistent with
the objectives mentioned in the constitution (Article IIT) of the Society. In other
words, they were required to be related to Japan and other Asian countries. From
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the beginning, authors were at liberty to write about anything that stood in con-
nection with Japan or Asia and therefore papers on the most diverse topics can be
found in the Transactions. However, there were subjects that the Society did not
appreciate. Until 1878, scientific studies and physical observations were included
into the Transactions, but after a discussion on the importance of scientific data to
the ASJ, abstract scientific topics were banned. As a general rule, scientific top-
ics related to Japan were accepted for publication, but their importance and num-
ber decreased dramatically after 1878. Other subjects that the Society did not
welcome were politics and religion?. Due to the many nationalities and beliefs
represented in the ASJ, these controversial matters could cause antagonism be-
tween the different groups. To avoid this, the ASJ forbade debates on absolute
faith, and conducted its discussions on creed in a scholarly manner. The religions
of Japan were investigated at length but authors only brought forward Christiani-
ty from a historical point of view.

The wide range of topics to be found in the Transactions proves that nothing
failed to interest the members of the ASJ. Examining the papers for classification
reveals that Japanese history, together with language, literature and topographic
descriptions (mostly travel accounts) were the subject matters most focused on
during the period 1872-1894. From the formation of the ASJ, the topics chosen
for the presentations and the publications generally dealt with Japan’s past. Japa-
nese history had still to be unravelled and was therefore of particular interest to
the Society’s members. An important characteristic of the papers during the
above mentioned period, and one that is also true of papers throughout the Meiji
Period, was the degree of specialisation. Although topics of general appeal can be
found in the first few years after the establishment of the ASJ, research gradually
became more specific.

2. THE ASJ AND THE SINO-JAPANESE WAR

Although the discussion of politics, and consequently foreign policy, was ta-
boo in the ASJ, the Sino-Japanese War did leave its mark in the Transactions. No
comments for or against the war can be found in the discussions, but a shift in
topics can be noted. At the annual meeting of 1895, Chairman C. MacCauley ad-
dressed the members as follows:

During the present year there is little of importance to note in the Annual
Report beyond the ordinary amount of work done by the Society. The recent
war between Japan and China may have diverted interest from the past to
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the present events of this country, but the Society can congratulate itself on a
very fair amount of progress in spite of hindrance?.

C. MacCauley did not elaborate on this hindrance, but one can assume he was
referring to problems of infrastructure, printing and the extra workioad placed on the
ASJ members of foreign delegations due to the war. That preoccupation of the
members is evident by the fact that only five papers and a supplement were
published in 1895, compared to 11 papers in 1894. In 1896, the year after the war,
seven papers and a supplement were published. The Society’s finances did not suffer
any consequences as a result of the war as the annual report of 1896 shows: “The
finances of the Society are in a satisfactory state and unless unforeseen accidents
occur, the Society has nothing to fear on this score in the future”®. The membership
of the ASJ also did not show any significant change. Fourteen new members joined
and six memberships were dropped due to resignation or death in 1895.

It is important to stress that no explicit reference to the war as a motive for re-
search can be found in the Transactions. However, there were two noticeable
shifts in the members’ interests and these most probably were a result of the Sino-
Japanese War. The first of these shifts occurred during the war itself. As C. Mac-
Cauley noted, the war diverted the attention of the members to the present. This
resulted in an increased interest not only in contemporary events, but also in con-
temporary subjects for research. W. Aston’s ‘The Onmun-When invented?” and
Maurice Courant’s ‘Notes sur les Différents Systemes d’Ecriture Employés en
Corée’ (both published in Volume 23 of 1895) dealt with Korea. H. Newell’s ‘The
Petroleum Industries at Nagaoka’ (1895) gave a detailed description of the oil re-
fineries in Urase, Hire and Katsubo including statistical data on the amount of pe-
troleum produced and the production costs. Newell did not mention the motiva-
tion for writing his paper, but as petroleum is an essential resource for warfare, it
is clear that his choice of subject matter was influenced by contemporary events.
In an addendum to ‘Silver in Japan’ (1895), another paper on an economic topic,
G. Droppers presented a table of prices of commodity goods obtained from an of-
ficial publication of the Japanese government. He remarked how some prices con-
tinued to rise in recent years®. In this paper also, the war was not mentioned as a
reason for the author’s choice of subject, but since prices rose in Japan during the
war, a connection can be assumed. The second shift in the members’ interests
manifested itself in the large number of papers which were either directly or indi-
rectly related to China. In Volume 24 of 1896, ‘A Review of the History of Formo-
sa, and a Sketch of the Life of Koxinga, the First King of Formosa’ by J. Davidson
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and ‘A List of Plants from Formosa With some Preliminary Remarks on the Geo-
graphy, Nature of the Flora, and Economic Botany of the Island’ by A. Henry
both covered Japan’s newly acquired territory Taiwan. In his review of Formosa,
J. Davidson wrote: “(Formosa) will soon cease to be a land of mystery, for the
Japanese engineering parties are already planning extensive work there”®. The
planned engineering work can be interpreted as a motive for writing his paper. In
the discussion following the presentation of his paper, J. Davidson commented
that “The aborigines hated the Chinese, and were in general well disposed to the
Japanese™?. This was J. Davidson’s impression of the island after he visited it fol-
lowing the colonisation of Formosa by Japan. E. Clement’s ‘Chinese Refugees of
the Seventeenth Century in Mito’ (1895) is not directly related to the Sino-Japa-
nese War, but is the first in a series of papers concerning a much broader field of
research, namely the philosophy behind Japan’s actions. This will be discussed in
the following section of this paper. In Volume 25 of 1896 only two papers were
published, both of which were written by I. Dooman. This volume contains two
striking remarks by the author related to contemporary events in Japan and China.
The first of these comments shows that the members of the ASJ clearly consid-
ered modern Japan to be superior to China. “(Japan) in the Middle Ages received
its religion, art and all the forms of highest culture from China, but very soon we
see it outstripping and beating the intellectual celestial both in the arts and war,
and it is still beating him, and will beat him, with all probability till the end of this
world”®. The second comment describes the rise of imperial Japan as follows:

A nation which for not quite a quarter of a century has seriously turned its
attention towards Western thought and civilization and in that short space of
time has almost completely mastered all the machinery of European life and
existence, and is gradually becoming the terror of the Aryan race — if not in
war and arms at least in commerce — as it has been for ages that of the neigh-
bouring countries!?.

3. THE ASJ AND THE RUSSO-JAPANESE WAR

After 1896, there was a general decline in the ASJ membership, resulting in
poor attendance at the Society’s meetings. This can be attributed to two related
changes in Japan’s society. The first of these changes was that many foreign advi-
sors finished their term of office in Japan and were often not replaced as the
Japanese had mastered sufficient knowledge to continue without their help. The sec-
ond change was a reduction in the number of positions offered to foreign
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academics in schools and universities'®. This was caused by a wave of national-
ism following Japan’s victory over China in the Sino-Japanese War. The decline
in membership during the war years can be seen as a continuation of this trend,
rather than a result of the war itself, During the Russo-Japanese War, the Society
held very few meetings, and the number of lectures reached an all-time low. In
1904 there were four general meetings and in 1905 there were five. However,
these statistics are not representative of the general amount of activity of the ASJ
during those years. The Society concentrated its efforts on publishing the Trans-
actions, which continued to appear despite the reduced number of meetings. One
volume was published in 1904 and two volumes appeared in 1905, one of which
was published in two parts. In the years which followed, the number of publica-
tions continued to rise. The first three parts of a four-part volume were published
in 1906 and two volumes comprising six parts were published in 1907. The num-
ber of meetings also rose again after the war, reaching ten in 1907.

An examination of the Transactions shows that the war did not leave many traces
on the contents of the papers. There were no papers which dealt directly with the
conflict. In volume 32 of the Transactions (1905), R. Kirby published his translation
of Jun Dazai’s ‘Bubi’!D. Kirby’s translation included his views on traditional
warfare and a comparison of the military of China with that of Japan, explaining
concepts such as bubi (military preparedness) and fukkoku kyohei (rich country,
strong army). Although R. Kirby did not give his reasons for choosing this topic,
the content of the paper is closely related to Japanese military thinking and thus can
be said to have been influenced by the ongoing war. Bubi was a basic concept used
in the theories of Japanese intellectuals such as Shinpei Gotd'?. Another paper that
appears to have been influenced by the events of the Russo-Japanese War is A.
Lay’s ‘Korean from the Standpoint of a Student of Japanese’ (1906). A. Lay wrote,
“(My notes) may perhaps be of some slight service to other students of Japanese
proposing to devote their attention to the language of the country which is now
related more closely then ever before to its neighbour Japan™'?.

Apart from the two papers mentioned above, there are no other papers related
to the war in the Transactions. The war is touched upon on two other occasions in
the Transactions, but only as a detail in studies on other aspects of Japan. In ‘A
Summarized Catalogue of the Postage Stamps of Japan® (1906), T. Woodward
mentioned that in 1906 a stamp had been issued commemorating the review
ceremony of the triumphal army of military campaign of 1904-1905.'¥ In *Japanese
Patent Medicines’ (1907) W. Royds wrote, “From January 1905, new special ex-
tra taxes, on account of the Russo-Japanese war, have been in force, and are still
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to be continued for an indefinite period”'®. Also, in ‘Formative Elements in
Japanese Buddhism’ (1907), A. Lloyd commented on the rise of Japan as follows:
“When Sakyamuni, was a young man, the whole world was astonished by the
sudden and awful fall of Babylon, and the rapid rise of the Persian Empire, a rise
as phenomenal as that of Japan in our days™'6),

The most significant influence of the Sino-Japanese and the Russo-Japanese
wars on ASJ scholarship occurred in the fields of philosophy and ethics. ASJ
members turned to the traditional Japanese schools of thought to provide answers
for Japan’s successes. They wanted to know what the underlying motives for
Japan’s actions were and from where they originated. Before the wars, little atten-
tion was given to philosophy and ethical teachings, and consequently it opened a
whole new dimension of scholarship on Japanese culture and history. It was not
only popular slogans on the battlefield or in the streets of Tokyo that were of in-
terest to the scholars. Contemporary publications by leading Japanese intellectuals
such as Inazo Nitobe’s ‘Bushido’ (1900) also generated a great deal of discus-
sion. In ‘Historical Development of Shushi Philosophy in Japan® (1907), a dis-
cussion based on the published work of I. Tetsujiro, A. Lloyd wrote:

Fujiwara Seikwa, Hayashi Razan, Kinoshita Junan, Andd Seian, Muro
Kyuso, Nakamura Tekisai, Kaibara Ekiken, are men whom the whole nation
has learned to venerate as examples of practical piety, and it is perhaps not
too much to say that the wonderful qualities exhibited by the whole of Japan
during the testing experiences of the Russo-Japanese war were in a large
measure owing to the system of education under the Tokugawas, which was
almost entirely in the hands of Shushi thinkers!?.

It was E. Clement who wrote the most extensive works on the influence of
Chinese philosophy. In ‘Chinese Refugees of the Seventeenth Century in Mito’
(Volume 24, 1896), ‘Instructions of a Mito Prince to his Retainers’ (Volume 26,
1898) and ‘A Chinese Refugee of the Seventeenth Century’ (Volume 30, 1902),
he traced the history of Chinese philosophy back to the time when it was intro-
duced to Japan and analysed its absorption into the Mitogaku (the philosophy of
the Mito clan). Other papers also related to Chinese philosophy were ‘Confucian
Philosophy in Japan’ by W. Dening (Volume 36, 1908) and ‘Ancestral Worship in
Japan’ by R. Kirby (Volume 38, 1910-12). Chairman J. Gardiner discussed the
value of W. Dening’s work as follows in 1908: “The Meiji statesmen, from the
Genro group downwards, had all been trained and moulded in the Chinese ethical
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schools with which these papers helped to make us acquainted”'®. At the begin-
ning of his presentation of ‘Ancestral Worship in Japan’, R. Kirby explained the
motivation for his research: “So much is being said just now about the patriotism
and bravery of the Japanese that I propose to give you an insight into the Ances-
tral Worship of this country by translation from the lectures of Hirata Atsutane
the great exponent of the National Religion of this Empire”'?). Essays like these
were springboards for other members to write on schools of thought such as Bud-
dhism, and a general increase in topics related to philosophy is clearly visible.

CONCLUSION

As the above analysis illustrates, the Sino-Japanese War cannot be said to have
had a major influence on the activities of the ASJ, although the members were to
some extent influenced in their choice of subject matter by contemporary events.
Apart from a few papers on Korea and Taiwan, there is little mention of the
conflict in the Transactions. The number of papers published in the Transactions
decreased both during and after the war. However, there is no evidence that this
was a direct consequence of the historical event. The Russo-Japanese War on the
contrary did have a significant impact on the ASJ. Although the fluctuation in
membership (membership declined during the war and rose again afterwards) does
not appear to have been directly related to the war, and the general activities of the
ASJ were not affected greatly, the shift in subject matter shows clearly an influence
on ASJ scholarship. Research on Japanese philosophy and ethics, which began
during the Sino-Japanese War with E. Clement’s research, received added stimulus
from the Russo-Japanese War, which resulted in papers from A. Lloyd, W. Dening
and R. Kirby immediately after the conflict. From this time onwards, philosophy
became increasingly important in scholarship on Japanese history and culture.

NOTES
1) The Transactions of the AST (TASJ) can be divided into two parts: the papers and
the minutes of meetings. The minutes of meetings consisted of reports of general
and annual gatherings noted by the recording secretary. These minutes contained
official communications from the Council and (parts of) discussions by members
about presented papers. Some volumes included copies of the constitution and by-
laws, mostly printed after the minutes of an annual meeting. When analysing the
Transactions it is important to consider the remarks on different aspects of Japan
by the members of the ASJ, which were given both during the presentations and in
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3)
4)
5)
6)
7
8)
9
10)
11)
12)

13)
14)
15)
16)
17)
18)
19)
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the discussions that followed them. During the presentations, the scholars general-
ly concentrated on their own area of specialisation and did not include personal ob-
servations. Hence, although some personal observations can be found, usually in
the introduction, they are absent in the majority of the papers. The minutes of
meetings provide a richer source of personal observations. However, these are not
contained in every volume of the Transactions.
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