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Complex Relationship between Chinese
Confucianism and Japan’s Modernization

Xu Shuisheng
(School of Philosophy, Wuhan University, Wuhan, China, 430072)

Abstract: Regarding therelationship between Chinese Confucianism and Japan’s modernization,
Chinese academics and foreign scholars have two opposite views: one positive and the
other negative. However, the opposite opinions cannot be just summed up as “Confucianism
hinders the development of Japan’s modernization” versus “Confucianism promotes Japan’s
modernization.” The relationship is rather complex and multidimensional. Firstly, in the early Meji
Period, Confucianism was harshly attacked in the West; it also encountered severe criticism in
Japan, where the Confucian doctrine about the ruler and the minister, the theory about learning
and the ideology of filial piety were under the fires of the Japanese enlightenment thinkers.
Secondly, as the campaign for freedom and civil rights, such as the “natural rights” and "social
contracts”, had cast a great impact on the Japanese people and posed a serious threat to the
autocratic rule of the Japanese emperor (the Tenno), the government subsequently changed
its attitude towards Confucianism (as manifested in the former “government statements”) which
meant that the Confucian “loyalty and filial piety” be blended with the despotic rule of the Tenno.
The change rendered Confucianism one of the theoretical foundations of the modern Japanese
political framework. Thirdly, the ideological framework and content of early Japanese thinkers
were cultivated by Confucianism, the principles of which served as the basis of introducing the
culture, systems and the related concepts of the West, as well as of Japanese development and
progress. Fourthly, integration of Confucian ideas into the Western management thoughts by
Japanese successful entrepreneurs helped Japan in the Meiji Period abandon the traditional
ideas of “justice over profit’, and hence Confucianism was an important component of the
Japanese enterprise culture. Lastly, Confucianism became the cores of major teaching
materials in the academies of Chinese learning (kangaku-juku) in Japan’s early modernization;
chapters and passages in Confucian classics such as the Analects have been essential teaching
materials, even so in today’s high schools, where the Japanese youth have their Confucian
education of the humanities. Doctrines and code of ethics of Confucianism have gone deep,
often unconsciously, into the mind of the Japanese people after years of schooling and family
inheritance; the impacts are profound.

Keywords: Confucianism; Japan; modernization; Sino-Japanese relations
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