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Abstract

Japanese culture rapidly assimilated Western technology
once an American embassy forced officials to open the country
for trade on Western terms. Due to the unique treatment of
Japan by Anglo-American Imperial powers and Japan's quick
rise from a feudal state to an Imperial Asian power, how
Anglo-Americans viewed the Japanese was significant to their
respective foreign policies. In spite of the dramatic
response that was instigated by Western contact, relatively
few analysis have dealt with how Anglo-Americans viewed the
samurai, the ruling class of Japan in both the feudal and
modern states, and what they thought of the abolition of
samurai status by the samurai themselves. There are two
aspects to Anglo-American perception of the samurai. First,
they viewed the samurai as akin to European knights;
describing them as hostile, pompous, ineffective, and semi-
Secondly, in accordance with late nineteenth

civilized.

century concepts of state evolution, the samurai class had to

be abolished in order for Japan to progress. Moreover,

Anglo-Americans were actively involved in the abolition

process.
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Clara and her brother Willis before the
Whitneys left Newark for Tokyo in 1875.
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Rear Admiral George Henry Preble, U.S.N., in 1882
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Commodore Matthew C. Perry after his return from Japan. Photograph by Brady
(Courtesy Library of Congress)







Anglo-American Perception of Samurai in the Meiji Restoration Windsor iv

Katsu, third from right, as a naval
magistrate and other high-ranking
officials in the service of the shogun-
ate during its last days. The foreigner
is the American envoy 'Va]kenburgh.

O Itsu dressed for an audience with emperor, c.
1909.

G. H. Verbeck and son with samurai students in Nagasaki in the early 1860s.
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Meeting hall collation, 8 March 1854. Sketch by Japanese artist. Settin i i .
; g order of Americans is (nearest) O. H. Perry,
Commander Adams, A. L. C. Portman, S. Wells Williams, and Commodore Perry. (Courtesy( Shiryo )Hensamjo)!'ry
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Anglo-American Perception
of Samurai
in the Meiji Restoration

Nineteenth-century Japan was an enigma to Western
countries because it appeared to have a firmly established
and enforced isolation policy. Here was a country that
voluntarily held itself aloof from world affairs even though
it was rumored to be rich and cultured. Furthermore, it
successfully rebuked all Western diplomatic entreaties that
Japan extensively open up to world trade and reciprocal
relations. Nevertheless, in 1853, an American embassy forced
Japanese officials to agree to limited government regulation
of trade and open friendly foreign relations with American
government and merchants. This action shook Japan's

governmental, social, and cultural institutions and heralded

the advent of Westernization. Because of the unique

treatment of Japan by Anglo-American Imperial powers, how

these powers viewed the Japanese was significant to their

respective foreign policies. Yet, in spite of the dramatic

changes instigated by enforced Western contact, especially

Japan's assimilation of Western technology, relatively few

studies have dealt with how Anglo-Americans viewed samurai

and the abolition of the samurai status in Meiji Japan.

Moreover, American and British perceptions and involvement in
this transitory phase, from a feudal to modern state, has

been given scant attention.
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There were two aspects to Anglo-American perceptions of
the samurai, the ruling class of Japan both before and after
the transition. First, Anglo-Americans viewed the samurai as
akin to European knights; they described them as semi-
civilized, hostile, pompous, and ineffective. Secondly, in
accordance with mid-nineteenth-century concepts of state
evolution, Americans and Britons believed that the samurai
class had to be abolished in order for Japan to progress.
The Anglo-Americans became, accordingly, actively involved in
the abolition process. Ultimately these issues will be
discussed in-depth, but, a brief account of the Meiji
Restoration here will provide the foundation for an analysis
of Anglo-American involvement in the abolition of samurai

status.

BACKGROUND
Tokugawa Government and Society

In 1853, Japanese government was conducted through the
feudal Tokugawa polity. Theoretically, federal
administration was handled through the Tokugawa government
which was called the bakufu. However, in reality Japan was a
l1and divided into over 260 individual countries that combined
into a loose Co-federation under Tokugawa, or bakufu,

leadership.! Each domain had an individual lord, called a

daimyo, that controlled every aspect of the domain's

resources, laws, boundaries, culture, and military.

Consequently, each domain's governmental and social
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infrastructure varied according to the lord's, or daimyo's,
will. Despite individual differences, the fundamental social
and governmental structures remained intact throughout the
East Asian archipelago.

The primary basis of society was justified through a
Confucian ideology of classification; samurai, farmer,
artisan or craftsman, and merchant were the status groups of
the system. To begin, the samurai class was the social elite
that was responsible for protection, bureaucratic controls,
and governance. The farmer, although often the poorest of
the classes, enjoyed the second highest status. Confucian
rationale stated that because farmers were the most
productive members of the common folk and provided the
staples of society, their work should be more highly esteemed
than that of any other commoner. Although the artisan and
merchant were interconnected, the former was commissioned
with a higher status than the latter because of his special
skills. Hence, the merchant was left with the lowest
recognized status although he could become the wealthiest
member of the populace. The income of a particularly

successful merchant rivaled or even superseded that of a

samurai lord's.

vet there was one class that was not accounted for
within this structure, the nobility. Philosophically, the
nobles were of the highest rank because of their close blood

relationship to the emperor. (Myth held the emperor as the

‘direct descendant of the sun goddess - who founded Japan.)
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In addition, the emperor was theoretically the ultimate
authority on Japanese government, culture, and interests.
The Tokugawa bakufu, then, supposedly existed under the
supervision of the emperor. However, this was not the case.
The reality was that the emperor was manipulated by Tokugawa
officials and acceded to their whims, often without

expressing any desire to be kept informed of the governmental :

affairs undertaken under his authorization. Thus before the
American embassy's arrival, government was conducted in the
name of the emperor through the soldiers of the state, rather
than through the nobles.

As the ruling class, samurai conducted all higher
bureaucratic functions during the Tokugawa era. It is
important to understand samurai class origins and structure
because within these spheres lie the roots of disaffection
with Tokugawa rule. Initially, the samurai were solely a
warrior class under the administration of the nobility.
However, during the twelfth century, the samurai gradually
usurped power from the aristocracy. There was a definite
class distinction between noble and warrior that was
consistently maintained through out the history of Japan,
including the Tokugawa era. Because of the status system the
Tokugawa era boasted two capitals: the cultural capital, with

the seat of the emperor in Kyoto, and the governmental

capital, with the head of the bakufu in Edo.
The head of the Tokugawa state was the shogun. The

shogun was the most powerful daimyo and was the highest
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governmental authority in Japan. His administrative system
was based upon two types of counselors, senior and junior,
who were chosen from daimyo who descended from those who were
faithful and were trusted by the first Tokugawa shogun around
1600. These officials were styled inner lords, whose
function was to develop and enact policies, legislation, and
rulings over all daimyo. Any daimyo who descended from the
circle of those who had opposed the first Tokugawa shogun
were classified as outer lords. These daimyo were
consistently barred from the shogun's administration.

In order to ensure the loyalty of all daimyo, the first
shogun, Tokugawa Ieyasu, established the tradition of
alternate attendance. This simply meant that at all times
half of the daimyo were in residence in Edo and the other
half were living in their respective domains. Moreover,
Tokugawa Ieyasu further consolidated his power through
implementing the requirement that the daimyo's immediate
and heirs were to be housed in Edo at all times. By

family

the 1850's, these policies had left nearly all samurai lords

so significantly indebted that they had only a marginal hope

of ever obtaining a balanced budget for their domain.

One feature of Tokugawa government and society stands

out: that of hierarchy. The classifications and divisions of

both government and society placed every individual in a

superior or inferior status, determined by their position in

relation to others. It was a triangle based hierarchy whose

apex was the emperor. By the same token, the foundation for
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