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Keynote Speech 1:"Japanology in China - Japanology in Connection with Perceptions of Japan

LI Wei,Director, Institute of Japanese Studies, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences

The issue at hand: What makes Japan Japan?

For Chinese researchers, the questions of what Japan is and why it is that way are difficult issues that can
never be completely studied; Japan becomes an even more inscrutable country when relations between Japan
and China are not going well. I myself have avoided this difficult topic as much as possible.

Japanology in China has changed alongside Chinese perceptions of Japan in each era.

I. An object of learning, or an object of research?
1. From hope to despair as an object of learning

The earliest mentions of Japan in Chinese records can be found in the ancient geographical account Shan
Hai Jing and in “Treatise on Geography” in the Book of Han, which describe Japan’s geographical location.
The “Account of the People of Wa” in the Book of Wei (“Chronicles of the Eastern Barbarians” in the Records
of Three Kingdoms) written by Chen Shou in AD 289 is the oldest documentation we have on the ancient his-
tory of Japan. Descriptions of Japan thereafter up through the Qing period can be found in all the official
dynastic histories (references: Wu Anlong and Xiong Dayun, A History of Chinese Research on Japan, Rokko
Shuppan, 1989; Li Yu, “Research on Japan in China” (Chinese Research on Japan, 2009, edited by Hosei
University Research Center for International Japanese Studies)).

Until the Meiji Restoration, Japanology in China consisted primarily of descriptions of Japan’s geography,
customs, ancient history and the like. Following the Meiji Restoration, Japan began actively learning from
the West, undertaking restoration reforms, and began moving rapidly down the path of modern capitalistic
development. In an 1874 address to the throne presented to the Chinese emperor, Li Hung Chang related his
views on the Meiji Restoration. He contended that Japan had invaded Taiwan in the course of seeking a pros-
perous country and a strong military following the Meiji Restoration and, from his perspective as a member
of the Self-Strengthening Movement, he supported the Meiji government’s measures to actively acquire mili-
tary and industrial know-how from the West and to take out foreign loans and dispatch students abroad. He
was opposed, however, to Japan going so far as to reform its political systems and even clothing and calen-
dars. In 1871 China and Japan ratified the Japan-China Treaty of Amity, and in 1877 a Chinese legation was
stationed in Japan. During this time, students were sent to study in Japan (with such students numbering
12,909 in the period 1901-1906), and many patriots and scholars also made their way to Japan. Chinese min-
isters to Japan, councilors and attendant staff, students and scholars resided in Japan authored poetry, mem-
oirs, records of personal experiences, and travelogues, and studied a broad range of interests in Japan’s
science and technology, education, military affairs, and diplomacy. Particularly famous among these works
are Wang Tao’s A Journey to Japan, Cheng En pei’s Riben Bianfa Cidi Leikao (Observations on Changes in
Japanese Reform), Huang Zunxian’s Riben Guozhi (Treatise on Japan), and Kang Youwei's Riben Bian Zheng
Kao (A study of the institutional reforms in Japan). They introduced Japan’s cultural features, history, edu-
cation, law, bureaucracy, and political and social reforms and inspired the Hundred Day’s Reform Movement.
Their aims were to learn from Japan’s reform experiences and to acquire Western knowledge via Japan in
order to help China down the path to becoming prosperous and strong.

During the mere 30 years or so from the Xinhai Revolution to the establishment of the People’s Republic
of China, a radical transformation occurred in China’s view of Japan. This was described in NHK’s 2007
documentary “From Hope to Despair” on the views of Asian countries on the Meiji Restoration and Japan.
That year marked the peace constitution’s 60th year in force. I believe the contents of the documentary also
reflected China’s views on Japan.

According to Professor Li Yu of Beijing University, “After the First Sino-Japanese War and the invasion
of China by an eight-nation coalition army, the people of China saw that Japan, while superficially claiming
its support for the revolutionary faction of Sun Yat-sen, was in fact secretly collaborating with the Beiyang
Army and providing assistance to various pro-Japan forces, resulting in contradictions and chaos. It
became clear that Japan was in fact seeking to oppose the Xinhai Revolution. Above all the “Twenty-One
Demands” presented by Japan in 1915 were designed to destroy China and exposed Japanese imperialism’s in-
vasion of China. It was at this time that the Chinese people awoke from their beautiful dream of fascination
with the Meiji Restoration. Their awareness of Japan changed again as they began to discern the true nature
of the Japanese imperialists’ invasion of China, and a dramatic change occurred in Chinese views on Japan
as a result.”



China and Japan were enemies from the 1931 Manchurian Incident (September 18 Incident) until 1945.
Magazine articles and books based on previous research were published during this period, but the objective
of Japanology throughout was to research Japanese imperialism in order to aid the Chinese people in their
war of resistance against Japan.

2. Criticism of the absence of an object of research

Stemming from the history of Sino-Japanese relations up to 1945, Japanology in China generally focused
on introducing Japan’s geography, history, and customs and on analyzing the Meiji Restoration, with people
such as Li Hongzhang both criticizing and commending the Meiji reforms and others advocating cautious imi-
tation of these reforms. Japan’s victories in the First Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War came
as a shock to the Chinese. In his Exhortation to Leaning, Zhang Zhidong, a Qing official, asserted that Japan
had become strong by acquiring industrial, commercial and military know-how from the West, and the re-
formists Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao also stressed the necessity and convenience of study in Japan. Many
of the Chinese who traveled to Japan did so as a means of bringing about political reform in China and
boosting the country’s strength. Nearly 50,000 Chinese students went to Japan for study in the decade from
1896, and a total of 100,000 or more had done so by the 1930s. These students set their sights on knowledge
learned by Japan from the West. Their lives as students were connected with the fates of their nation and
their people. These students and political exiles included the well-known reformer Sun Yat-sen, Zhou Enlai,
Liao Chengzhi, the Imperial Japanese Army Academy graduate Chiang Kai-shek, intellectuals such as Tai
Chi-tao, Guo Moruo, Lu Xun, and Zhou Zuoren, and too many others to enumerate.

Their objective in visiting Japan was not so much to study Japan itself as to learn modern technology
from Japan. Japan’s importance as an object of research faded as it became a shortcut or gateway to re-
search (study) of the modern West. Western knowledge was thus transmitted to China via Japan.

The Chinese premier Tai Chi-tao, said to be very familiar with Japan, in 1928 wrote Ribenlun (Japanese
studies), a book that in the past few years has become a highly-regarded bestseller in China. He wrote that
the Chinese people have universally misperceived and misjudged Japanese society and that their lack of
knowledge about the true Japan led them to make many errors of judgment.

On an aside, Japan’s “Lost Decade” also became a “lost decade” for Sino-Japanese relations as ties between
the two countries cooled. There was one scholar at the time, interested in what kind of country Japan is and
how his predecessors had viewed it, who sought to read about the “Japan” described by elites who had been
long-term residents in Japan between the end of the Qing Dynasty and the creation of the PRC. He selected
16 such persons and sought Japan from their works in order to write about the Japan that he had under-
stood from reading them. The Japan that the cultural elites had presented was emotional and overflowing in
sentiment, but the Japan that the political elites had discussed tended to be practical and utilitarian. He dis-
covered, of course, that only Ribenlun offered a clear exposition on Japan. He compiled his research into a
book entitled Incomprehensible Japan (Li Shiu Chung, Dongfang Chubanshe, 2006).

In essence, had not tens of thousands of Chinese students and political activists visited Japan, there would
have been no modernization of Chinese culture and thought at the end of the Qing Dynasty and the start of
the People’s Republic. Approximately 70% of modern Chinese terminology in the social sciences is said to have
originated in Japan; this includes, for example, the terms for executive, policy, economics, society, freedom,
self-awareness, intuition, and civil law. Japanese writers well versed in Chinese writings used Chinese charac-
ters to introduce Western concepts into Japan. Half of China’s literati studied in Japan, from which they im-
ported Western literature and theater. Japan offered China a shortcut to Western knowledge as the Chinese
endeavored to make up for lost time in their modernization. In his book Cat, Qian Zhongshu has declared
that, with the West being so far away, the Chinese had little choice but to accept Western things crudely
processed by Japan.

The Chinese people responded to the West based on a dualistic confrontation between Great China and
West, while they responded to Japan in the spirit of a confluence between Great China and West (Li Shiu
Chung). Whether it be the Great Chinese view of Japan or the Western view of Japan, I think that China
at the end of the Qing Dynasty and the early years of the Republic did not give much consideration to Japan
as an independent object of research.



II. Japan as a dichotomy, Japan as a model
1. The view of Japan as a dichotomy

With regard to Japan’s responsibility for the war, both Chiang Kai-shek and Mao Zedong distinguished be-
tween the handful of militarists and the vast majority of the Japanese people. Perhaps due to the influence
of Chinese culture, Chiang Kai-shek waived war reparations - “Repay hate with virtue” - and adopted a gen-
erous policy toward Japanese resident in China and prisoners of war. The Tokyo Military Tribunals also
handed down guilty verdicts only to “a handful of militarists.” From the time he took power, Mao Zedong
said in reference to Japan that “the Japanese people are a great people.” During the normalization of diplo-
matic relations between China and Japan in 1972, Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai waived demands for repara-
tions from Japan and repeatedly stated that would not be right to place responsibility for a war launched by

“a handful of militarists” on the Japanese populace as a whole. Professor Yoshibumi Wakamiya has said
that the Chinese term “erfen fa” (dichotomy) is applicable here. With this approach, there was no resistance
at all in China to the restoration of diplomatic relations.

Guided by this diplomatic orientation, Japan reappeared within the Chinese field of view. Interest rose in
Japanese education and Japanese movies, exchanges took place with Japanese scholars of Chinese literature,
and Japanese products began to be imported, with the mid-1970s through the 1980s in particular seeing a
“Japan boom.” As it returned to the Chinese field of view, Japan became a model of modernization. In early
1979 Deng Xiaoping visited Japan and, after riding the shinkansen, instructed his delegation to learn more
about Japan’s modernization. In December of that same year, former Prime Minister Masayoshi Ohira visited
China and met with Deng Xiaoping. Ohira briefed him on Japan’s “income doubling plan,” and Deng re-
sponded by publicly announcing for the first time China’s target of a fourfold increase in income through its
reform and opening efforts. 2009 marks the 30th anniversary of the Ohira/Deng press conference.

2. Research on Japan as a model

Research on Japan as a model surged ahead during this time. Japanology developed along a broad front,
led by university instructors in specialist departments competent in the Japanese language. Books were pub-
lished on the knowledge and research results accumulated to that point, and much research was conducted on
Japanese history and literature. The growing number of students studying in Japanese language departments
made it urgent that Japanese language instructors be trained. The “Ohira School” was opened and, for five
consecutive years, 120 Chinese instructors in the Japanese language underwent intensive training each year.
Dominant during this period, however, was research on the Japanese economy. Research studies covered a full
range of economic issues, including Japan’s fiscal policies, comprehensive economic policies in different eras,
industrial policies, corporate management, agricultural policies and operation of agricultural cooperatives,
cross-shareholding, main financing banks, and subcontracting with corporate groups. Little criticism could be
found in this research, which did nothing but praise the Japanese experience.

Because its reforms were premised on a planned economy, China more readily accepted Japan’s market
economy as a model than the US’ experience. With government playing a large role in Japan’s economy, with
economic policies operated in union, with people acting more in groups than as individuals, with importance
given to connectedness between companies, and with lifelong employment and seniority systems commonplace
- so much so that reference was often made to “Japanese-style socialism” - Japan was thought an easier
model for socialist China to imitate.

With regard to economic theory, however, Chinese academics could not be said to have been in agreement
with their Japanese counterparts’ support for liberal economics or with the application of Keynes’ or Adam
Smith’s theories to China. Nevertheless, as Japan was not characterized by American-style market fundamen-
talism and China did not have a rigid planned economy, there was no opposition to studying Japan as a
model.

Thus Japan at last became an object of research in and of itself, and this research proved very fruitful.

ITI. Toward dispassionate Japanology
1. Research on Japan’s bubble economy

In 1992 Deng Xiaoping went on his “southern speaking tour” and China declared that it would be moving
to a market economy, and ties between China and Japan have grown closer ever since. Japanese investment
in China picked up and corporate activity gained momentum. Not long after, though, Japan’s bubble economy
began to collapse, a process that took quite some time. Japan had always set out a definite course in regard



to all manner of things, but it was unable to determine a precise way out of the bubble bursting. Chinese
researchers frequently conducted surveys of Japan but they were more likely to hear analysis and criticism
from the US than from Japanese scholars, and Japanology began to be approached from a more international
perspective. Urgently needing to put in place legislation pertaining to the economy, China was studying
Japanese law while at the same time coming under the influence of US law. In the wake of the bubble col-
lapse, Japan revised existing laws and established new special laws on nearly an annual basis, giving the ap-
pearance of instability, and Chinese drafters of company, contract, and property law picked and chose from
among the models offered by Japan, Germany and the US.

2. Research on a Japan of reconciliation and nationalism

Professor Yoshibumi Wakamiya has characterized Sino-Japanese relations as subject to “the next-year
rule,” a figure of speech that I think is extremely apt. In other words, Japan reflects on historical issues this
year, and the next year will inevitably see Japan say something that will displease its neighbors. This trig-
gers a vicious cycle in which China, South Korea and others voice their objections, the matter develops into
a diplomatic issue and, with every change of government, the new prime minister visits China and promises
to reflect on Japan’s past conduct. Professor Wakamiya called this the co-existence of “reconciliation and n
ationalism.” Over the past 15 years, Japan has changed prime ministers 10 times, and each time the Chinese
have formulaically asked, “Will this prime minister understand Chinese sentiment?”

Despite having close ties - “same race, same script” (an idea with which I do not agree) and “being neigh-
bors separated by a narrow strip of water” - China and Japan have many misunderstandings, and there are
many matters taken for granted by each that should not in fact be taken for granted. Trust is the most im-
portant aspect of relations between countries, especially a solid sense of trust connecting their two peoples.
Masayoshi Ohira said, “Without that, building the various facets of Sino-Japanese relations based on a tem-
porary mood, an emotional affinity or economic interests is essential building a house of cards that will
prove very fragile.”

This kind of relationship has kept Japanologists dispassionate. They have shown great interest not only in
history and international relations, but also in such areas as the history of Japanese thought, Japanese intel-
lectual history, the Japanese national character, Japanese philosophy, Japanese religion, Shinto, and Japanese
social history. “The Chrysanthemum and the Sword,” written by an American anthropologist, has again be-
come a bestseller, and a new emphasis has been given to research from the standpoint of cultural anthropol-
ogy. A considerable number of books by Japanese scholars such as Yakumo Koizumi, Hiroshi Minami,
Shuichi Kato, Masao Maruyama, Kunio Yanagita and Shichihei Yamamoto have been translated. A good
number of research works have also been written by Chinese scholars, not a few of which exhibit in-depth
research. Books on Japan are almost always detached in tone, with efforts made as far as possible to analyze
Japan objectively, unlike with books about China written in Japan. Bookstores in Japan contain a great
many books about China, but few of them appear to be unemotional and academic in nature. I am always
fascinated by the kinds of “China” the Japanese are reading about. In any case, Japanology in China has al-
ready transcended the era of introducing Japan and is now in a mature era of analytically researching it.

1V. Japanology from an academic perspective and from a development perspective

Japanology has already made the transition from research on a single country to an international perspec-
tive and a global perspective, from an emotional introduction to cool-headed research, from practical research
in economics and law to research on intellectual matters, and we can expect to see broad and in-depth re-
search.

Among Chinese researchers, there are instances in which research on Japanese culture is termed
“Japanese studies.” Japanology is also at times referred to as “Japanese studies research” in the context of
country-specific research in international studies. With regard at least to research on the Japanese economy
in the midst of globalization, I think that it is reverting to international economics and economic theory
gives one a better understanding of the Japanese economy in a global context that does Japanese studies. In
that sense, regardless of the setting of research institutes, progress can only be made by individual
Japanologists in their respective academic fields; it is only with Japan as a method, Japan as a school of
thought, that genuine Japanology can be pursued. Japanology in China has begun to move in this direction.
Japan is now in a transition period, a post-growth phase in which it is looking for the best approaches to
adopt for the future of its economy and society. It will perhaps take still more time before the optimal



approaches and the measures for realizing them can be determined for a Japanese economy and society that
went through trial-and-error during the “lost decade,” the “lost decade-and-a-half” and even the “lost two
decades” after the collapse of the bubble economy. Japan was also in search of a direction for its national de-
velopment for about 20 years following the Meiji Restoration, and it took Japan about 20 years after World
War II to achieve a doubling of incomes and rapid growth. The current transition period, too, will likely last
about 20 years before a clear path ahead become visible. Japan remains the most mature modernized nation
in Asia. Japan’s experiences during the Meiji reforms and during its postwar rapid growth offered valuable
lessons for the rest of the world, particularly East Asia, and Japan’s current experiences and the lessons to
be drawn therefrom remain important for Asia’s developing countries. In particular, Japan will undoubtedly
serve as the best reference for China, which will inevitably reach a point where its rapid growth will come
to an end. As a Japanologist, I anticipate further development in Japan and I think that Japan at this very
moment 1s one worthy of research.
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