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Hokkaido L. Rev.

“Creation” of civilization theory in Japan and its

“independence” from Western influence
——— A reinterpretation of Bunmei-ron no gairyaku

(Outline of civilization theory) (1)

Hiroaki MATSUZAWA*

Among various interpretations of Fukuzawa Yukichi’s Bunmei-
ron no gairyeku, a monument of Meiji enlightenment, two points
seem to be common. Firstly, Fukuzawa’s objective in writing this
book is to create a theory of civilization in Japan. Secondly, he
performs this work under the great influence of Western theory of
civilization, especially that of Th. Buckle and F. Guyzot. But such
an interpretation of Bunmei-ron no gairyeku, in fact, tends to ex-
aggerate some aspects of the book and overlook the others. This
author tries to throw light on the so far neglected yet none the less
important aspects of the book.

I) Around 1873 and 1874, when Fukuzawa was preparing and
writing the book, he had several controversies with his colleagues
of the Meirokusha. A close examination of the controversies reveals
that central issues of most of them are related to their estima-
tion concerning Japan’s capability to modernize itself. Apparently
Fukuzawa felt it critical that the Westphile intellectuals were losing
confidence in identity and potential ability of their own nation. In
fact this crisis of national identity had been caused, to some extent,
by the influence of Western civilization theory, which looked down
on Asian nations as doomed to be backward. Thus one of the
motivations of Fukuzawa’s writing Bunmei-ron no gairyaku was to

* Professor of Japanese Political Thought, Faculty of Law, University
of Hokkaido
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strike a balance to the overwhelming influence of Western civiliza-
tion, particularly that of theory of civilization developed in and
imported from the West.

IIa) In his introduction to Bunmei-ron no gairyaku, Fukuzawa
.describes his task in writing this book as ‘“creation’” of civilization
theory in Japan. Just in this context, he criticises Western theorists
who only “guess at Japan far away from inside an already estab-
lished civilization”, because of their misunderstanding of Japan.
In Fukuzawa’s case, ‘“creation” of civilization theory in Japan
actually means its “independence” from the influence of Western
theorists of civilization.

IIb) At a few places of the book Fukuzawa explicitly criticises
-opinions of Western theorists on particular problems of Asian and
Japanese culture and institutions. He is especially doubtful of geo-
graphical determinism in Buckle’s view of Asian backwardness.
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