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The myth of the “familiar Germany”:

German-Japanese relationships in the Meiji Period reexamined

Toru TAKENAKA

Today Germany enjoys remarkably high popularity among the Japanese. It is amazing,
given the relatively little common ground in the political, economic and cultural terms
between both countries in today’s world. It is often argued that the close ties between
them throughout the modern times, which were revealed first of all in the extensive
introduction of organizational and technological innovations from Germany in the Meiji
era and the Anti-Comintern Pact and the Axis Pact in the 1930s, aroused the Japanese
fondness of Germany, and vise versa. The assumption that Germany has been the most
familiar country ever since, however, lacks sufficient empirical grounds. It can be
therefore seen as a myth.

This article will challenge the myth of the “familiar Germany,” focusing the Japanese-
German relationships in the Meiji period. It will argue, first, that the image of Germany
among the ordinary Japanese was not particularly favorable partly because of the bleak
diplomatic relations between both countries. In terms of cultural appeal to the Japanese
general public, Germany was no match to the United States. Second, even when the
German cultural and academic influence made itself increasingly felt after the turn of the
century, it is advisable to qualify its impact on the Meiji intellectual climate. German
cultural artifacts were often introduced through the Anglophone agency owing to the
prevalence of English in modern Japan.

It was the trend of kyagyoshugi, or the ideal of human cultivation in the late Meiji
years that played a big role in conjuring up the inclination toward the German cultural
tradition. This intellectual trend, which prevailed among students at the elite high school,
was, surviving the fault line of 1945, to spread in the general public in the wake of
popularization of higher education in the postwar period. With it, the fondness of Germany

gained wide ground in Japanese society.



