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JAPANESE 
 INDUSTRIAL  REVOLUTION: 
 



 
Faced with European and American demands for more open trade, Japan underwent industrialization. 
Transformation in Japan was in some ways less difficult, but industrialization produced strains.   
 

The Final Decades of  the Shogunate  
 
In the first half of the 19th century, the 
Tokugawa shogunate continued to combine a 
central bureaucracy with alliances with feudal 
magnates in the countryside. The government 
was chronically short of funds due to limited 
income from taxes on the agrarian economy and 
payments made to feudal lords for their loyalty. 
Shortages of income led to reform movements, 
which weakened the shogunate and made it 
vulnerable to external threats. Despite the 
ongoing deterioration of strength, the political 
alliance between the bureaucracy and the 
samurai worked well. The growth of neo-
Confucianism made Japanese life more secular 
and precluded a religious opposition to change. Literacy rates in Japan were much higher than 
in the West. Several strains of intellectual pursuit developed. The national school emphasized 
essentially Japanese culture, while the Dutch Studies school represented Japanese attempts to 
keep abreast of Western science and technology. The Japanese economy expanded on the basis 
of commercial growth. Manufacturing began to extend into the countryside, just as proto-
industrialization had occurred in the West. Economic growth slowed by the middle of the 
19th century, producing some rural protests and further weakening the shogunate.   
 
 

The Challenge to Iso lation  
 
In1853, the American commodore Matthew Perry arrived 
and demanded that Japan be opened to trade. By 1856, Japan 
was forced to receive Western consuls and to open ports to 
foreign trade. Bowing to military pressure, the shogunate 
faced immediate opposition from the daimyos, who insisted 
on maintaining isolation. The shogun and the daimy os both 
made appeals to the emperor, who began to emerge as a more 
powerful figure. Some among the samurai saw an opportunity 
to unseat the shogunate. Little changed until the 1860s, when 
samurai armed themselves with Western weapons and 
defeated the shogun's army. In 1868, certain samurai 
managed to restore imperial rule under Meiji.   



Industr ial  and Pol i t ical  Change in the Meij i  State  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Meiji government abolished feudalism 
and replaced the daimyo states with 

regional prefectures. The government sent samurai abroad to study political institutions and 
economic organization. Foreign observations were used to restructure the state. In order to 
improve their fiscal situation, the new government abolished payments to the samurai in 
return for grants of government bonds. Conscription provided a new army. Some samurai fell 
into poverty; others found avenues of employment in the government and business. In 1884, 
the governm ent created a new nobility to staff a House of Peers. Civil-service examinations 
were utilized to open the bureaucracy to men of talent. The new constitution, issued in 1889, 
recognized the supremacy of the emperor but gave limited powers to an elected lower house of 
representatives within the Diet. The new constitution was based on German models. Voting 
rights were determined by property qualifications, which allowed only five percent of the 
population to cast ballots. The form of government gave great authority to wealthy 
businessmen and nobles who could influence the emperor and the Diet. Political parties 
developed, but a small oligarchy continued to dominate the government into the 20th century. 
The inclusion of businessmen among the political elite was a major difference from the 
Russian model of reform.   

  

The Meiji emperor procla iming the Meiji Constitution in 1889. 



 

Japan's  Industr ial  
Revolution  
 
The new government imposed military reforms 
to modernize Japan's army and established the 
foundation for industrialization. An internal 
infrastructure was created, guilds and internal 
tariffs were abolished and a clear title to land 
was granted to individuals. Lack of capital 
dictated direct government involvement in the 
stages of industrialization. Japan established the 
Ministry of Industry in 1870 to oversee 

economic development. The government built model factories to provide experience with new 
technology. Education was extended as a means of developing a work force. Private enterprise 
soon joined government initiatives, particularly in textiles. By the 1890s, industrial combines, 
or zaibatsus, served to accumulate capital for major investment. Japan's careful management of 
industrialization limited foreign involvement. Japan continued to depend on the importation 
of equipment and raw materials from the West. Rapid growth depended on the existence of a 
cheap supply of labor, often drawn from poorly paid women. More than Russia, Japan's 
industrialization depended on selling manufactured goods abroad.   
 

Social  and Cultural  
Effects  of  
Industr ial ization  
 
Social change led to rapid 
population growth, which strained 
Japanese resources but sustained a 
ready supply of cheap labor. The 
education system stressed science 
and loyalty to the emperor. 
Western culture arrived in Japan 
along with models of 
constitutional structure and 
industrialization. As industrialization progressed, population growth dropped off. Patriarchal 
households remained the norm, but divorce rates indicated increasing ins tability within 
family life. Shintoism, as an expression of indigenous culture, gained new popularity. In 
foreign policy, the Japanese entered the race for colonial domination. The need to employ the 
new army, the search for raw materials, and efforts to prevent Western encroachment all 
contributed to Japanese imperialism after 1890. Japan won easy victories over China in 1895 
and over Russia in 1904. The victories yielded Japan some territories in northern China. In 
1910, Japan annexed Korea.   



The Strain of  Modernization & 
Emergence of  Nationalism  
 
Industrialization and successful imperialism had costs 
for the Japanese. Conservatives were appalled at the 
trend to imitate the West. The carefully contrived 
political balance began to become unwieldy. Ministries 
were forced to call more frequent elections to achieve 
working majorities in the Diet. Some intellectuals 
bemoaned the loss of an authentic Japanese identity and 

the creation of a Japan that was neither traditional nor Western. To combat the malaise, 
leaders urged loyalty to the emperor and the nation. Nationalism became a strong force in 
Japanese politics.  
 

Global Connections 
 
Russia and Japan in the World Russia's already established role in the world expanded in the 19th 
century, as its cultural, diplomatic, and military power came to be felt in Europe, the Ottoman 
Empire, and Asia. Japan's role was newer, as it emerged from isolation to develop an increasingly 
powerful economy and to expand its influence in the western Pacific. The addition of Russia, Japan, 
and the United States to the world diplomatic picture increased competition. Some nations in the 
West feared the yellow peril represented by Japan's emergence as an international power. Colonial 
acquisitions by the new powers heightened the competitive atmosphere, particularly in the Far East.   
 

FURTHER READING & LINKS ON JAPAN’S 
INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION: 
“OLD PHOTOS OF JAPAN”: 
http://www.oldphotosjapan.com/en/period/Meiji?pg=2 
 
“THE MEIJI RESTORATION & MODERNIZATION”: 
http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/special/japan_1750_meiji.htm 
 
“THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION: A HISTORY IN DOCUMENTS” 
- Laura L. Frader. pg.’s 14, 43, 99, 110-111. **book located in class** 
 
“THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION IN WORLD HISTORY” 
- Peter Stearns. Book can be accessed via mrflynnhistoryclasslhs@gmail.com 
 
 

  

 



 

 


