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Fukuzawa Yukichi’s Ideas on Family in Civilization

Toshiko Naxkamura*

1 Introduction

It is universally acknowledged that Fukuzawa Yukichi was one of the few
thinkers who seriously thought about the rights and status of Japanese
women. However, in assessing the fact that he was a strong advocate of
women’s rights, scholars are divided according to the two categories of
assessment on his whole thought. Since Prof. Maruyama Masao praised his
rational way of thinking, Fukuzawa has been thought to be the most
important political philosopher of modernizing Japan who attacked the
Confucianism and emphasized the importance of “the spirit of civilization”.
On the other hand, there is a criticism that he was the one who was
responsible for the advance of capitalism in Japan, which led to the build up
Japanese Imperialism.

The scholars who evaluate his rational way of thinking tend to think that
Fukuzawa advocated the rights and equality of Japanese women from the
view point of human rights. They emphasize the importance of Fukuzawa’s
attack on Confucianism and argue that Fukuzawa thougt of family as the
area to confine the Confucian morality. Whereas critics on his capitalist
tendencies think that his argument on women was to construct a family
system which was suitable for Japanese Imperialism. They think that
Fukuzawa tried to set up an equal relationship between men and women only
inside the home. However, the purpose of his argument on women was not as
simple as that.

In the process of modernizing Japan, Fukuzawa thought not only of
modernizing the political system and building up a capitalistic economy, but
of civilization as a whole, including those social structures. He thought that
man had to develop not only a rational way of thinking but a moral
philosophy for the progress of civilization. In the theory of the history of

* Research Assistant, Faculty of Law, Hokkaido University. Doctor of Law.
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civilization, he analyzed the whole process of history of civilization from
“the age of the savage” to the highest stage called “the peaceful world of
civilization”. He argued that the final end for human beings to reach was this
“peaceful world of civilization.” But he was realistic enough to know that he
could not expect Japanese men to develop their rational thinking and
morality fully, and reach the highest stage of civilization at that time.

So, he chose the way to try and get Japanese civilization up to the level of
western civilization. He urged that Japan should catch up western
civilization so as to be recognized as one of the civilized countries. For that
purpose, it was important to set up an equal relationship between men and
women as seen in western countries. It was the initial motive for Fukuzawa
to start writing on women.

But, in his theory of civilization, the family had an important part to play.
He thought that men could have the same kind of human relationships based
on morality as “the peaceful world of civilization” only inside the family at
the present stage of civilization. He thought the relationship between man
and woman must have been the base for such an ideal human relationship. He
imagined that as men progressed, they would extend the area of such human
relationship. And when they reached the highest stage of civilization, people
would live like a big family in “the peaceful world of civilization”. In
Fukuzawa’s theory of civilization, the family was the prototype of his Utopia

called “the peaceful world of civilization”.
2 The History of Civilization

(1) “An Outline of the Theory of Civilization”

In the process of building up the new modernizing of Japan, he recognized
the importance of civilization. He articulated the idea in his book entitled
“An Qutline of the Theory of Civilization”.

“Outline” is thought to be Fukuzawa's only work on general theory. He
ceased to read and translate the western books which were written for
common education and based on the theory of social contract. Instead, he
started to read western classics such as Guizot, Buckle and J. S. Mill. He
wrote “Outline”, while he was reading them and comparing the differences

between Japan and western countries.
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(2) The History of Civilization

In the book, he wrote the theory of civilization as the history of progress of
human beings. He understood that the history of civilization of human beings
meant the process of development of “Reason” and “Virtue” of human beings
and “the increase of interaction among people”.

“Reason” was the ability to understand the situation and rules rationally.
“Virtue” meant to discipline oneself and improve relationships with other
people. In Fukuzawa’s theory, the process of development of “Reason” and
“Virtue” meant that people developed the ability of rational thinking and
began to understand the rules of the world and also they would be able to
behave themselves and act morally towards other people. He thought that in
the progress of human beings, the development of intellectual ability had to
accompany the development of morality.

But this could not be done without interaction with other people. In the
process of development of “Reason” and “Virtue”, man would extend his area
of activities through the interaction with other people. Then it would enable
him to understand the wider world and his “Reason” and “Virtue” would
develop more accordingly. These two processes would secure the progress of
individuals and the whole of society.

(3) Historical analysis of the progress of civilization

After explaining the theory of the history of civilization, Fukuzawa
analyzed the history of men as follows. In the primitive stage of mankind
called “the age of the savage” every man had no ability to understand the
situation and the rules of the whole world, because he had not developed his
“Reason” and “Virtue”. So, he could not judge or act on his own. He had to be
told what to do by the authority from outside himself. All his acts should
have been affected by the orders of authority or natural causes. Fukuzawa
thought that man was controlled only by benevolence and authority of
superiors at this stage.

As time progressed, and man started to think rationally and understand
the rules of the world, then he would become able to discipline himself.
Because the more he knew about himself, the easier it would be to govern
himself. Fukuzawa recognized the importance of self-governing as the
indication of a civilized man. He is not controlled by the authority from

outside himself any more. Instead, he can rely on his own judgement.
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Fukuzawa compared the history of western civilization with that of Japan,
and came to the conclusion that the important difference was a lack of inner-
directed man (in Fukuzawa's words, “lack of individuality”) in Japan. He
recognized that the existence of this type of man was the key point for the
development of western civilization. So he argued that there must be such
inner-directed men as the core of the state of being civilized, if Japan wanted

to follow western civilization.

(4) Men in civilization

Why is it possible that human beings can develop both intellectually and
morally? It is because they have the potentiality to be “the chief among the
ten thousand things”. Fukuzawa thought that every human being had the
potentiality called “true nature”. Because of the existence of the “true
nature”, every one was destined to develop his “Reason” and “Virtue” to
attain the perfect state of “the chief among the ten thousand things”.

He thought that the progress of civilization was the process that human
beings would reach the perfect state of “the chief among the ten thousand
things” through the development of their “Reason” and “Virtue”. Fukuzawa
thought that the history of civilization was the process by which human
beings could reach the perfect state in which they originally should be. He
thought once they reached this stage, they could act according to their “true
nature”.

This highest stage of human civilization was called “the peaceful world of
civilization”. Every one had developed his “Reason” and “Virtue” and could
act according to his “true nature” there. It was to this end of civilization that

he considered every human being should try to reach.

(5) Priority for the civilization

However, he argued, in the state of emergency Japan faced at that time, i.
e., when Japan was threatened by conquest by the western civilized
countries, Japan had to make priority which parts of his ideas of a civilized
society was most needed at that time. He compared the development of
“Reason” with that of “Virtue”, and concluded that the most important
subject for Japan at that time was to keep the independence of the country.
And for that purpose, Japan had to choose to develop “Reason” first, and try
to reach the same stage of civilization as the west. That meant to try to
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encourage people to learn western knowledge and set up modernized social
structures, especially a modernized political system and a capitalist
economic system.

About the development of “Virtue”, he thought that he could trust the
morality of the Samurai class. Even though their morality did not come from
“true nature”, they would be clever and moralistic enough to change
themselves to be independent and inner-directed men of civilization. So
Japan could and should concentrate on the development of “Reason” at that
time.

But, despite his belief, he felt he had to make comments on morality
relating to women in the middle of the 1880’s. What was the background of
this situation?

3 Background of Fukuzawa’s argument on women

Fukuzawa's articles on women were written mostly in the late 1880’s and
around 1900. There were reasons for this. In the late 1880’s Japanese
government desperately wanted to revise the unequal treaties with western
countries. To advance the cause, they tried to show that Japan had been
westernized enough to be recognized as a fellow country. For this purpose,
they opened the Rokumeikan in 1883. Later argument of Fukuzawa on
women around 1900 was written after the promulgation of the Japanese civil
code and in the situation when mixed habitation with foreigners would start.

As I wrote earlier, Fukuzawa regarded the independence of Japan as most
important when he wrote “Outline”. For that purpose, he tried to advance the
modernization of the Japanese political and economic systems up to the same
level as that of western countries. He expected the Samurai class would
change and become the men of civilization. It meant that they would keep the
moral philosophy of the Samurai (he called it as “the spirit of warrior class”),
and gradually change it to the spirit of civilization along with acquiring the
knowledge of western civilization.

But despite his expectations, the behaviour of the leaders of Japan from
the Samurai class was very bad and immoral. Such behavior was established
during the turmoil of the Meiji restoration. They often had secret meetings at
brothels or restaurants during the period, and they kept the custom after the
establishment of the Meiji government when they became high officials of it.
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There were many high officials of the government who married Geisha-girls
and kept several concubines. The situation was not very different among
those who opposed to the government either.

Observing such behaviours of the leaders of Japan, Fukuzawa gradually
realized that he could not expect the Samurai class to be men of civilization
who would carry the task of civilizing Japan. He thought, in spite of the
gradual progress of modernization of Japanese political and economic
systems, the morality of Japanese people had deteriorated, even among the
leaders. And in addition to this situation, the Meiji government changed the
policy of enlightenment and tried to restore the moral education based on
Confucianism from around 1882.

Confucian moral education tended to impose a strict moral code on women,
but to tolerate the immoral behaviour of men. Fukuzawa was deeply
concerned about this situation, because he thought that it was necessary to
set up an equal relationship between men and women like there was in
western countries, if Japan wanted to be recognized as one of the civilized
countries. But these two tendencies which tolerate the immoral behaviour of
men and impose Confucian moral education were totally opposed to the
necessity to establish equal relationship between men and women in the
process of modernizing Japan. So he started to advocate for equality in
relations between men and women.

(to be continued)
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