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The Young Arinori Mori’s View on Russia

Tsuguo TOGAWA

Arinori Mori, celebrated Japanese political figure and the first Minister of Edu-
cation in Meiji Japan, made a voyage to the Russian capital from London in the
summer of 1866. At that time he was nineteen years old and studying at University
College of the University of London. During the trip he kept a diary and later
called it Koro Nikki (Diary of a voyage to Russia). It was first published in 1941.
The present author traces the young Mori’s view on Russia and tries to find influ-
ences of the traditional British Russophobia upon the formation of his concept of the
Russian menace to Japan.

Before departing from London for St. Petersburg, Mori sent a long letter to his
brother in which he briefly explained the history of Russian expansion from the
beginning of the 19 th century. He ascribed the motivation for the Russian push
toward the East to her historical urge to sea, her desire to obtain ice-free ports.
Mori wrote that most Japanese thought Russia was a great power and believed that
it was a country of justice (gikoku). Against those views, Mori depicted the Russian
defeat in the Crimean War as a token of her non-strength (fu-kyo), and the Russian
advance to Sakhalin and her short occupation of Tsushima as a proof of her ambition.

In Mori’s views on Russia, we can trace the influence of the British press and
the views of his tutor, Laurence Oliphant, ex-first secretary of the British legation at
Edo (Tokyo) and member of the British Parliament at that time. Junzé Matusmura,

Mori’s companion in the voyage, told later how Oliphant, after his diplomatic and
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journalistic career, emphasized the Russian menace to Japan. Other letters of Mori
to his brother reveal that his voyage to Russia was not a sudden or casual excursion
but the result of his study of international politics after his arrival at the British capital.

During his short stay in St. Petersburg, Mori met the following persons: (1)
six Japanese students sent by the Tokugawa Shégunate; (2) Tachibana Kosai or
Vladimir Iosifovich Yamatov, formerly a Japanese samurai and at that time an employ-
ee of the Russian Government, working as a traslator in the Asiatic Department of
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs; (3) Tosif Antonovich Goshkevich, ex-consul of the
Russian Empire at Hakodate in 1858-65; (4) Pé&tr Nikolaevich Stremooukhov, head of
the Asiatic Department; (5) Admiral Efim Vasilevich Putiatin, onetime Russian envoy
to Japan who hed signed the Treaty of Shimoda in 1855 and the Treaty of Friendship
and Commerce in 1858 ; (6) Sir Andrew Buchanan, British Minister at St. Petersburg.
After his interviews with those persons, Mori’s knowledge of Russian politics and
society deepened, but his views on Russia did not basically change.

Shortly after his arrival at Kronstadt, Mori was advised never to talk about
politics in Russia. He was astonished to be offered cigarettes by a Russian officer
on board his ship in spite of the strict regulation against smoking in the port. From
this experience Mori learned of the hypocrisy of Russian officialdom, and the contra-
diction between principle and reality in Russia.

Looking at many ships in the port, Mori described the situation of Russian
commerce and trade. Using British materials, Mori wrote that Russian exports were
slightly more than half of her imports, and came to the conclusion that Russia was
incompetent at commerce. However, the figures which Mori cited in his diary were
not reliable and neither was his conclusion.

Mori was much impressed by the people’s worship of the Tsar, and gained the
impression that the Russian autocracy was completely different from the British politi-
cal system and resembled rather the Japanese and Chinese imperial systems. At the
same time, he wrote that after the coronation of Alexander II, Russian politics were
moving toward liberty. He also mentioned the Karakozov Affair, an unsuccessful
attempt to murder Alexander II. Mori seemed to have heard about the affair from
Sakuzaemon Yamauchi, supervisor of Japanese students in St. Petersburg.  Yamauchi
and Mori agreed that Japan should put an end to her civil war and unite for the
purpose of her defense against the Great Powers.

As for the Russian foreign policy, Mori wrote of Russia’s recent acquisition of
the Amur area and the plan to construct railroads from European Russia to Siberia.
In this connection, Mori declared that Russia’s final aim was to conquer the whole
world, and he warned against the possibility of her invasion of Ezo (Sakhalin and

Hokkaido). Emphasizing the necessity of Japanese defense, Mori pointed out the
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tremendous size of the Russian land and the huge number of men in her army, which
made it difficult for her enemies to gain a final victory.

On the domestic side, Mori talked about the demoralization of Russian society.
He noticed two bad features in Russia: one was the disputes among family members
for the inheritance and the other adultery and the birth of children to unmarried
girls. However, Mori admitted that such things were seen not only in Russia but
in Japan as well. He was sorry he could not find the final solution to these problems.
His concern must have continued to the publication of his famous articles Discourse
on wives and mistresses (Saisho-rom) in 1874-75. This example shows that Mori
viewed Russia as Japan’s teacher on what not to do.

A year after his return from Russia, Mori and his four friends sent a letter to
Toshimich Okubo and others, emphaizing the aggressive intention of the Great Powers
including Great Britain and the United States. Therefore it would be incorrect to
say that Mori was pro-Britain and-American and a Russophobe as is usually said.

In the history of Russo-Japanese relations, third countries have often had a great
influence upon the Japanese view of Russia: first it was Holland, from the late 18 th
century to the middle of the 19 th; it was Breat Britain from the last days of the
Tokugawa Shogunate to the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-1905; and lastly, it was
the United States, from the end of the World War II to the present. Mori’s view

on Russia can be regarded as a case typical of the secod period.
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