
H-Diplo Article Review: Kane on Han, JJS 33.2 (2007)

1 | P a g e
Stable URL: http://www.h-net.org/~diplo/reviews/PDF/Kane-Han.pdf

Article REVIEW

Jung-Sun N. Han. “Envisioning a Liberal Empire in East Asia: Yoshino Sakuzę in Taisho
Japan.” Journal of Japanese Studies 33.2 (2007): 357-382.

Reviewed by Robert G. Kane, Niagara University
Published by H-Diplo,15 January 2008

ung-Sun Han’s article on foremost Japanese liberal intellectual Yoshino Sakuzę at a
minimum enhances the existing scholarship that underscores the reciprocity between
foreign affairs and the domestic power dynamics of Imperial Japan in the early

twentieth century. Han rightly argues that the requirements for building what oligarch
Inoue Kaoru called a “‘European-style empire’” in Korea, Manchuria, and, most
importantly, China spurred constant redefinitions of “society, nation-state, and empire”
in the ongoing debates among Japanese elites over the nation’s polity and dominant
identity (357). Through a careful analysis of Yoshino’s rhetoric from the Russo-Japanese
War to the early 1920s, she convincingly reveals how East Asian issues were at the core of
this most influential commentator’s calls for Japanese to pursue democracy at home and
“liberal imperialism” abroad. As important, Han proves that for Yoshino, hence most
likely for many others, the two pursuits were mutually inclusive. His observations of
Chinese and Korean affairs during the 1910s in particular, that is, convinced him that his
compatriots had to acquire a “liberal collective identity” anchored in individual autonomy
in order to reap the benefits of “free trade” and “informal” empire on the Asian mainland
(359). On a basic level, this interpretation of Yoshino’s thought offers a necessary
counterbalance to studies that stress only the Anglo-U.S. impact on the deliberations over
democracy and empire in Taisho Japan (1912-1926), especially after the First World War.
As such, Han situates the history of Imperial Japan within its proper international
context, which must include illumination of the confluence of the diverse European, U.S.,
and East Asian ideas and experiences that informed competing Japanese interpretations
of the empire’s past as well as its current and future trajectories. Though these broader
implications are beyond her pinpoint focus on Yoshino, Han’s analytical framework
(bolstered by key related works) nonetheless suggests effective ways to further
internationalize Japanese history.

It was the Russo-Japanese War in 1904-1905, Han explains, that prompted Yoshino to
articulate the indelible link he saw between liberal imperialism and reform of the
Japanese polity, the twin themes that are at the heart of her argument. In essence,
Yoshino believed the war was a battle between progress and backwardness, both overseas
and at home. On the one hand, a “civilized” Japan had to safeguard “the free trade
regime,” which was central to what he called “‘the world’s peaceful expansionism,’”
against the encroachments of Russia, an economic late developer bent on closing Chinese
markets to benefit itself alone. The Japanese fight for world civilization, on the other
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hand, also had to be waged domestically. Yoshino noted that the politically progressive
nations of Europe had climbed recently “‘from the period of absolutism to the period of
people’s rights’” (360). To keep pace, Japanese, too, he argued, had to conform to this
“world trend” and create a new “‘collective spirit’” that eschewed “arbitrary rule by
privileged classes” in favor of “rational rule by enlightened and autonomous individuals.”
The Japanese military triumph over Russian “barbarism” appeared initially at least to bear
out his best hopes: like many of his countrymen at the time, Yoshino attributed Japan’s
success to its “‘unique spiritual principles’” and was effusive in his praise of the empire’s
prospects (361).

Subsequent events in China (and to a lesser extent Korea), however, deflated Yoshino’s
euphoria, and it is in its intricate assessment of Yoshino’s interpretation of Sino-Japanese
relations broadly defined that Han’s analysis hits full stride. Briefly stated, Yoshino’s
tenure from 1906 to1909 in Tianjin as a tutor to the son of Chinese military strongman
Yuan Shikai exposed him firsthand to both the experiments of the dying Qing dynasty in
Western and Japanese style reforms as well as to the pursuits of peaceful expansionism by
the Western powers in China. Again similar to other Japanese commentators, Yoshino
viewed Chinese affairs through the lens of Japan’s experience, stating that China’s corrupt
present was akin to the feudal past that Meiji Japan had successfully overcome (363). To
prevent Western predominance in remaking China, he argued, the Japanese government
and people had to work tirelessly together to monopolize Chinese legal and political
education, so that China would develop along the lines of Japanese constitutionalism.
The 1911 Chinese revolution, however, proved to Yoshino and Japanese elites in general
that the people of China had rejected “the core institutions and ideas of ‘civilized’ Japan”
in favor of “a republic on the model of the United States” (364). This touched off a
vigorous debate within Japan over the extent to which Japanese civilization might in fact
be a valid model for regional development, to which Yoshino became a central voice.
Han’s key contribution here is not in exposing Japanese doubts over the exportability of
the Meiji polity or differences over its domestic significance in relation to external events
in the 1910s. These have been comprehensively detailed elsewhere.1 Rather, it is in her
deft delineation of just how inextricably Japanese and Chinese affairs were tied together
in the minds of Japanese elites of the early twentieth century, including liberals like
Yoshino.

Han’s strongest illustration of Yoshino’s rhetorical containment of revolutionary China
within a Meiji paradigm, one that necessarily included recommendations for Japan’s own
adherence to “world trends,” can be found in her treatment of his Taisho era writings as a
“China specialist” and on minponshugi (democracy). Here, she weaves together three
mutually reinforcing themes embedded in Yoshino’s thought, which when taken as a

1
See, for example, Frederick Dickinson, War and National Reinvention: Japan in the Great War, 1914-

1919 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999); and J. Mark Ramseyer and Francis Rosenbluth, The
Politics of Oligarchy: Institutional Choice in Imperial Japan (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995).
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whole expose the “liberal imperialist undertone of the so-called Taisho Democracy” (366).
First, Yoshino constructed a narrative in which “the revolutionaries in southern China
were the spiritual heirs of the Meiji reforms” (367). According to him, in other words, the
Meiji Restoration had provided the intellectual inspiration for Chinese elites to transform
their own country, hence a correct understanding of contemporary China could only
come through an appreciation of the Japanese past. Second, stabilizing Sino-Japanese
relations remained a deep concern for Yoshino, and he continued to emphasize Japan’s
peaceful expansionism as the means to this end. In the 1910s, Yoshino advocated that
Japanese collaborate closely with those Chinese in high positions who had studied in
Japan, so as to create an “intellectual affinity” between the two peoples that would bolster
the Japanese position in the commercial competition in China among the great powers
(370). However, Han reveals that at this point, a decade after the Russo-Japanese War,
Yoshino also accepted the at least temporary need for Japan as a “late developer” to
acquire economic spheres of influence in China in order to remain competitive with the
Western empires, and as such he embraced Japan’s Twenty-one Demands to China in
1915. Although Han argues that this reflects the ambivalence Yoshino felt by then about
the “norms of free trade,” one wonders how he was able to ideologically reconcile this
view with the standards of “civilized” Japan he had established earlier , particularly given
his denunciation of Russian “barbarism” for pursuing similar ends in 1904 (367).
The third and most complex theme of Han’s intertwined trio is Yoshino’s prescription for
how to reform the Japanese people and polity to make them fit for peaceful expansionism,
a project that formed the “axis of [his] vision of liberal empire” (370). It is here that Han
best displays the full reciprocity between domestic and foreign affairs in Yoshino’s
thought, specifically through how he derived his definition of democracy (minponshugi)
from multiple sources, including East Asian circumstances, domestic political power
struggles, and “the world trend” as exemplified by the Anglo-American powers during the
First World War. In 1916, Yoshino was chagrined to discover while traveling through
Korea and Manchuria that not only had Japanese colonists there failed to establish
collaboration networks on the continent. Worse, their slavish reliance on the Japanese
state to advance their business transactions had spurred “anti-Japanese sentiments in the
region,” which in turn jeopardized the continued expansion of the Japanese empire. For
Yoshino, the remedy was clear: a second or “Taisho restoration” had to achieve Japan’s full
modernization “in accordance with the world trend,” by inculcating “independence and
responsibility” in the Japanese people, instead of blind obedience to a bureaucratic state
(371).

He described precisely what he meant by this is a series of articles in the late 1910s.
Reflecting his position along the Japanese political spectrum, Yoshino argued that the
reforms of the Meiji constitution, being “the true expression of the universal spirit of
liberal democracy,” were applicable to any polity, so long as they were not stunted by
anachronisms such as the “bureaucratic absolutism” that then impeded their fulfillment
in Japan (372). Yoshino used minponshugi, a keyword whose meaning was fiercely
contested by Japanese liberals and conservatives, as the translation of “democracy.” He
limited its meaning, however, to matters of “governance and discipline,” rather than to
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themselves. To be sure, Han clearly understands this; but a closer explication of its
specifics would bolster what is already a compelling case that blurs the boundaries
between domestic and foreign. Towards that same end, such scrutiny would also reveal
how globalized the sources of Japanese perceptions of the heroes of an insular past had
become by the 1910s. Finally, Han’s argument might also have benefited from a sustained
investigation of Yoshino’s rhetorical binary between civilization and barbarism, which she
includes only in relation to the Russo-Japanese War. As with Yoshino’s “ambivalence”
about free trade, one wonders what specific sense he made of that perceived split during
World War I, when Anglo-American elites, especially the latter, made it their rallying cry,
and Japan decidedly did not possess the exalted position it had claimed in 1904-1905.

To conclude, what might diplomatic historians or historians of American foreign relations
make of Han’s very precise examination of the rhetoric of Yoshino Sakuzę? There is a
tendency in the historiography of U.S.-Japan relations in particular to stress essential
differences in assessing the seemingly growing tensions between the two nations in the
early twentieth century (with Bruce Cuming’s work a notable exception).4 One might
plausibly look along these lines at Yoshino, a liberal who denied natural rights as the basis
of universal suffrage, and see further proof of, say, the discrepancy between American
democracy and Japanese imperialism. But this interpretation presumes that each nation
possessed a cohesion and an intellectual self-containment that neither in fact did.
Reflecting on promising avenues of scholarship after Saidian Orientalism, Andrew Rotter
rightly argues that historians of the United States delve deeply into American dialogues
about self and other, and join them to parallel discussions of national identities that took
place in other countries.5 Han and other specialists show in this vein that elite Japanese
visions of empire were not only tightly contested at home, but tied into a global network
of ideas that constantly informed and interacted with other national contexts.6 From this

4
For recent works in this vein, see Walter LaFeber, The Clash: U.S.-Japan Relations throughout

History (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1997); Noriko Kawamura, Turbulence in the Pacific: Japanese-
U.S. Relations during World War I (Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers, 2000); and Izumi Hirobe, Japanese
Pride, American Prejudice: Modifying the Exclusion Clause of the 1924 Exclusion Act (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 2001). For an alternate view, see Bruce Cumings, Parallax Visions: Making Sense of
American-East Asian Relations at the End of the Century (Durham: Duke University Press, 1999).

5
Andrew J. Rotter, “Saidism without Said: Orientalism and U.S. Diplomatic History,” American

Historical Review 105:4 (October 2000): 1216.

6
In this regard, Japan might also productively be included in the “web of rivalry and exchange”

between the United States and western European nations that is examined in Daniel Rodgers, Atlantic
Crossings: Social Politics in a Progressive Age (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press,
1998). For examples of excellent studies that make this connection from an international relations
perspective, see, John Albert White, Transition to Global Rivalry: Alliance Diplomacy and the Quadruple
Entente, 1895-1907 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995); and Akira Iriye, After Imperialism: The
Search for a New Order in the Far East, 1921-1931 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1965). For a
fascinating study that situates Japan in a transnational intellectual framework, see Cemil Aydin, The Politics
of Anti-Westernism in Asia: Visions of World Order in Pan-Islamic and Pan-Asian Thought (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2007).
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we can see that Japanese faith in acting as an agent of “civilization,” doubly fueled by
domestic demands and adherence to “the world trend,” was a motivating force in
Japanese imperialism in the 1910s and 1920s at the very least as powerful as any reaction to
Wilson or Lenin.
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