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The Japanese Missions’ Encounter with China on their Way
to the West, 1862-1871 (1)

Hiroaki MATSUZAWA*

During the last decade of the Bakufu rule, i.e. in the eighteen-sixties, the
Bakufu and rival feudal lords sent many envoys and student groups to Europe and
the United States. Although these missions to the West were originally organized
as reconnaissance tours to Western ‘barbarian’ countries, they had a chance on
their way to meet China as well. As a result, the Japanese travelers not only
changed radically their view of the West but also developed a new understanding
of China. More importantly, their changing view of the West and that of China
were closely interrelated.

At that time China was experiencing dual cross-cultural movements.
While facing invasion of Western culture into its mainland, its people were
beginning to stream out to Hawaii, the Pacific coast of the American Continents,
and South East Asia. Thus the development of Western settelments such as those
in Shanghai and a colony Hong Kong on mainland China proceeded almost
simultaneously with the growth of Chinese communities in foreign countries in the
above mentioned areas. Most Japanese missions to the West in the eighteen-
sixties traveled by Western steamers and along one of the two routes of the
Western expansion to Asia, one via Hawaii or the other via Western colonies in
South East Asia. Consequently, the Japanese missions for the West encountered
Chinese people and Chinese culture not only at open ports and a colony on the
Chinese coast but also in Western colonies in South East Asia. Furthemore the
long voyages provided those Japanese with ample opportunities to witness the
conditions of Chinese passengers and sailors in Western ships. Even during their
stay in Europe and the United Statesthey came across some Chinese people,
Chinese things and information about China.

What the present author intends to investigate is as follows : where and
what did the Japanese see and hear of China ? ; from what perspectives ? ; through
what kinds of sources did they obtain information about conditions in China ? ;

*Professor of History of Japanese Political Thought
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how did they interpret their own experiences and their acquired information about
China ? ; how was their perception of the West as well as China transformed
thereafter ? ; and, finally, in what way their new changing perception of China
would mould Japan’s attitude and policy towards China in early Meiji years ?

After surveying the case of the first Japanese envoy to the United States in
1860 in his former article (The Hokkaido Law Review, Vol.29, No.3=4), the author
in this article investigates the cases of the Japanese missions to the West from 1862
to 1871. In the first part of this article (The Hokkaido Law Review, Vol.38, No.5=
6) the Japanese missions’ experiences at Shanghai, Hong Kong and on board are
to be examined.

Japanese travelers were shocked by a striking contrast between the West-
ern settlements and the colonial rule on the one hand and Chinese communities on
the other; wealth, power, order,b and cleanliness vis-a-vis poverty, weakness,
disorder, and filth.

They grieved over the reality of the Western predominance over and
exploitation of China. Yet they tended to assign the main reason for the reality
to the victim and to blame the Chinese government and people for their decadence.

What is significant in this context is the activities of Western ‘missionary
sinologues’, who offered insightful understanding of China. As Japanese Con-
fucian scholars were especially impressed by what they thought to be a serious
paradox : “Western barbarians’ were keener and abler to understand the teachings
of the sages of the Middle Kingdom! Some of the Japanese travelers happened to
meet pioneers of the Chinese reform movement (Z# Yang-wu), which was
emerging under the Western influences in littoral China. The Japanese travelers,
however, were too much impressed by Western superiority to pay due attention to
such new developing aspects of China.
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