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1. Introduction

The phenomena of "Taishé Democracy" was not coincident with the reign of
the Taishé Emperor (1912-26). Most Japanese historians date it from the end
of the Russo-Japanese War in 1905 to the enactment of universal suffrage in
1925. However, "Taishd Democracy” is difficult to delimit chronologically and
its beginnings should be traced back to the time before the Russo-Japanese
War, when essays containing social democratic thought were written by social-

ists like Kotoku Shisui (1871-1911) or Abe Isoo (1865-1949).(1)

"Taishé Democracy” can be distinguished into three different study fields:
party politics, citizens movements and movements of intellectuals. Most studies
are treating at least two of the three fields, mixing up different subjects without
giving a definition of what is actually meant by "Taishd democracy." This eas-
ily deceptive term wrongly indicates that the whole Taishd era was colored by
democracy. The ambiguity of this catch-phrase made it possible to attach social
movements of a completely different character like the first campaign "to pro-
tect constitutional government” of 1912-13, the rice riots of 1918 or the libera-
tion movement of the burakumin to the "spirit" of "Taishd democracy." The
indistinct phrase “Taishd Democracy" already appears in the titles of almost

every important historical study about democratic movements and thought in
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prewar Japan.(2) Most of those studies are actually collections of articles pub-
lished previously in university journals or other periodicals. In consequence,
they are more or less fragmentary studies about incomparable aspects, contain-
ing topics of the political as well as the social and intellectual history of the
Taishé era. As another consequence, no clear structure or conception can be
recognized in those studies. Heterogeneous research objects are treated without

providing methods or criteria of analysis.

The lack of a proper theory is particularly conspicuous in the field of the
movements of intellectuals. Consequently, it is necessary to mark off this study
field from other historical aspects of the late Meiji and the Taishé era and to
search for distinct methods to analyze the democratic thought of intellectuals

during that time.

Since the beginning of the Meiji period in 1868 therc was a great need of
translating foreign technical terms which did not yet exist in the vocabulary of
the Japanese language. Western terms were either adopted phonetically or trans-
lated with two or more Chinese characters. During the Meiji period up to the
Taishd period, most translations of Westemn expressions were compound words
consisting of a pair of Chinese characters (kanji). Yet, approximately since
1920, most foreign words were phonetically adopted and written in katakana
characters. During the Meiji era, intellectuals such as Nishi Amane (1829-1897)
or Fukuzawa Yukichi (1835-1901) made a great contribution to Japan's mod-
emization by translating Western technical terms into the Japanese language.
Since they still had a detailed knowledge of the Chinese classics, they were
able to create Sino-Japanese equivalents of foreign words. A great number of
those translations written in kanji is in use even today. The Japanese expression
ginké for the English "bank," for example, was composed by Fukuzawa
Yukichi.

During the Taishé period, a good many of translations for the Western term
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"democracy” were in use. Since this was the key word for the democrats of the
late Meiji and the early Taishé era, they created several equivalents and con-
ceptions of the English "democracy," the German "Demokratie” and the French
"démocratie." Those Western words stem from Classical Greek demokratia
(demos = "people," kratos = "power"/"rule"). In modem times, "democracy” was
defined by Abraham Lincoln (1809-1865) in his famous Gettysburg Address as
the "government of the people, by the people, for the people.”

How was the expression and concept of democracy translated and interpreted
by Japanese scholars? The aim of this paper is to present an etymological ap-
proach in order to analyze the various translations of "democracy” being in use

during the late Meiji and the Taishd era.

2. Various Translations of the Western Term “Democracy"

2.1 The Term minshushugi Y Y%

The most frequent translation of democracy even today is minshushugi. The
term existed already in the early Meiji era. Statesman Okubo Toshimichi (1830-
1878), an advocate of the autocratic Tennd system, used the expression's first
pair of kanji (minshu) in an official letter to It6 Hirobumi (1841-1909) in 1875:

"In general, there are two different concepts of government: monarchism and
democracy [minshu seiji BB i4H1.(3)

Abe Isoo used the term minshushugi frequently in his writing Chijé no
risokoku - Suisu ("Ideal State on Earth - Switzerland") of 1904:

Politics in Switzerland consists of pure democracy [minshushugi B33
%] based upon the representation of the people. [...] If mankind is willing
to follow the course of liberty and equality with the aid of democracy
[minshushugi R EEH), the road inevitably leads to socialism. [..] In
Switzerland, it is willingly accepted that the main burden of taxation has

to be bome by the rich. Without doubt, this is directly an effect of
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democracy [minshushugi B3 3:3%).(4)

The expression minshu is borrowed from Classical Chinese sources. This
compound word already appears in the writing Chungiu Zuoshi zhuan (Shunjii
Sashi den, "Commentary of Zuoshi about the Chungiu writing," fourth century
B.C.): "Those words [those lies] are not appropriate for a sovereign [min shu
RE, Chinese: min zhu]."(5)

This term was also used in another Classical Chinese writing, entitled Guoyu
(Kokugo, "Narrative of the [Chunqiu-]Kingdoms," fourth century B.C.): "Our
ruler is not capable of anything and lost the ability of ruling over the country
[min shu BEFE]6)

Therefore, the original meanings of the term minshu were "sovereign" and
"ruling over the country," which is quite the opposite to the meaning, in which
the term was used by Japanese intellectuals since the beginning of the Meiji
era. The compound word minshu was taken from Classical Chinese writings,
given a new meaning and connected with the suffix -shugi ("-ism").

In 1904, when Abe Isoo wrote his book about Swiss policy, the expression
minshushugi was already established as an equivalent of the English "democ-
racy." Abe used the term in a general meaning without giving any definition of
his understanding of it. In the following, I will point out some translations of
"democracy" which appear as interpretations and conceptions of the Western

term.

2.2 The Term minponshugi B’RA T3

The expression minponshugi was besides minshushugi the most frequently
used translation of "democracy” during the first half of the Taishé period. The
term became well-known through a number of writings by Yoshino Sakuz6
(1878-1933) which helped to establish his reputation as the foremost theoretical
exponent of the new democratic movement to protect constitutional government

and party rule. In an article of 1915 entitled Obei ni okeru kensei no hattatsu
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oyobi genjé ("The Development and Status Quo of Constitutional Government
in Europe and America"), for the first time, Yoshino gave a proper definition

of the term:

The Japanese word minponshugi BEA<E3% is of very recent use. [...] I
think [the Western word] "democracy,” as used in the fields of law and
political science, has at least two distinct meanings. In one sense, it means
that "in law the sovereignty of the nation resides in the people." In the
other it is used to mean that "in politics the fundamental end of the exer-
cise of the nation's sovereignty should be the people.” [...] I should like to
use minshushugi REXH and minponshugi A 13, respectively, as the

suitable translations for these two senses of democracy.(7)

Yoshino made a clear distinction between the term minshushugi, meaning that
"in law the sovereignty of the nation resides in the people,” and the term
minponshugi meaning that "in politics the fundamental end of the exercise of
the nation's sovereignty should be the people.” In other words, he used the term
minshushugi as equivalent to the idea "government of the people, by the peo-
ple" and minponshugi as expression of the notion "government for the people.”
Yoshino classified the Western term “"democracy,” being a complex of ideas,
into two different senses and stated that only the concept of "government for
the people” was suitable for Japanese constitutionalism. His interpretation of de-
mocracy was an adaptation to Japanese circumstances taking into consideration
the absolute sovereignty of the emperor according to the Meiji Constitution of
1889.

The expression's first pair of kanji (minpon B4, respectively min/hon) is
also a borrowing from Classical Chinese sources. It appears in the aforesaid
writing Guoyu: “"Justice and morality are the base of the people [min no hon
RZA, Chinese: min zhi ben]."(8) The original meaning "base of the people”

is quite similar to the sense, in which Yoshino Sakuzd used the expression
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minpon, a compound word which stems from the phrase min no hon. Though
being a well-known slogan during the Taishd period, today the term

minponshugi is not in use anymore.

2.3 The Term heiminshugi V-R Y- 3%

The word heiminshugi was used already in the middle of the Meiji era by
Tokutomi Iichiré (also Sohd, 1863-1957) in his book Shérai no Nihon ("Future
Japan") of 1886. Tokutomi was defining heiminshugi as freedom of the press,
political and religious liberty as well as economic freedom and equality. (9)
Obviously, he used the term as a translation and conception of democracy.

Later on, heiminshugi became a key word of early socialism in Japan. The
expression's first pair of kanji appeared in the title of the Heimin shinbun, and
the compound word heiminshugi was used in the manifesto of its first number,

written by Kotoku Shilsui:

Freedom, equality and brotherhood - those are the three principles of
human life. In order to realize freedom, we respect the idea of democracy
[heiminshugi B ¥ 3%). Class distinctions between people of different ori-
gins, possessions and families shall be abolished and all suppression over-

thrown.(10)

In this case, the expression heiminshugi was used in the sense of freedom
and democratic rights in general. This shows how close early Japanese social-
ism was to democratic thought.

The expression heimin was also borrowed from Classical Chinese sources.
This compound word already appears in the writing Chungiu Zuoshi zhuan:
“Justice and loyalty are of great advantage. This advantage makes it possible to
rule peacefully over the people [hei min “FE;, Chinesc: ping min]. This is the
basic principle of politics."(1)

Today, the word heimin only means "the common people” or "a commoner,"
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and is not used anymore as a translation of "democracy.”

2.4 The Term minshishugi B E%

The expression minshiishugi was mostly used at the beginning of the Taishé
period. In his article Minshiiteki keiké 10 seité ("Democratic Tendencies and
Political Parties"), Maruyama Kandd used the adjective minshiteki as a transla-

tion for the Western word "democratic":

To put the current democratic [minshiiteki F#% 9] tendencies into prac-
tice, party rule has to be installed to break the overall power of the bu-

reaucrats.(12)

Ishibashi Tanzan (1884-1973) used the noun minshiishugi in his article

Keizaikai 1o minshiishugi ("The Economic World and Democracy"):

Since last year [1913] we have witnessed that in politics democracy
[minshishugi I3 1 2] is advancing and the call for reform is getting
stronger every day.(3

The compound word minshii is also borrowed from Classical Chinese
sources. It appears in the Guoyn meaning "people" or "the masses": "To fill the
stores and make the people [min shi IR3%, Chinese: min zhong] rich is the best
way to avoid riots."(l4)

Even today the adjective minshiiteki means "democratic" or "popular,” but the
noun minshi is only used in the meaning of "the people" or "the general pub-
lic."

2.5 The Term minseishugi Bt 3%
In 1892, the jurist Tsuzuki Seiroku wrote a book entitled Minseiron ("An

Essay on Democracy"). He translated "democracy" as minsei and defined it as
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the establishment of civil rights and the participation of the majority of the
people in national policy.(15)

At the beginning of the Taishé era, the terms minsei and minseishugi were
used by Oda Yorozu in his article Kokutai to minsei ("Form of Polity and

Democracy"):

Democracy [demokurashi 7% 7 5 ¥ —] is not at all the opposite of
monarchism but merely a form of government. Therefore, it is misleading
to translate democracy [demokurashi T € 7 5 ¥ —] with the expression
minshusei B3 M. To avoid misunderstandings, 1 prefer the term minsei
BB as a translation. [...] Belgium and England laid down even in their
constitutions that they are based upon democracy while, at the same time,
remaining monarchies. This shows that from the view of constitutional law
there is no opposition between monarchism and democracy [demokurashi
7€ 27 5 ¥ —]. [..] Constitutionalism therefore is equal to democracy
[minseishugi BB 3%) and today's policy always has to reflect the will of
the people.{6)

Oda Yorozu avoided the risky question of sovereignty, acknowledging the
Tennd system and the governmental power of the emperor. Yet, he tried to
prove that monarchism and democracy are not paradoxical. He believed that
constitutionalism and democracy are identical, if democracy is defined as the
principle of consulting and respecting the will of the people. Oda's notion of
minseishugi, like Yoshino Sakuzd's concept of minponshugi, signified "govern-
ment for the people" rather than "government of the people, by the people."

The compound word minsei also was borrowed from Classical Chinese
sources. It appears in the Song shi (Séshi, "The History of the Song"), written
around 1100 A.C.: "It is forbidden that a high official of the emperor leave the
palace to rule over the people [min sei IREX, Chinese: min zheng] himself."07)

Today, the expression minsei is no longer used as a literal translation of
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"democracy,” but still means "civil administration," which in fact is very close

to the usage of this term during the Meiji and Taishé eras.

2.6 The term gasshishugi &% ¥ %
The term gasshiishugi was in use only for a very short time and appeared in
an anonymous article entitled Fuan to kéan ("Fear and Insecurity") of the

Yorozu chohé ("General Moming News") in 1912;

The democratic [gasshiiteki €M) consciousness is one of the main rea-
sons for the frequent occurrence of strikes in Europe. That is why democ-
racy [gasshiishugi &% FE3) is often compared with the little child of a
giant: Though aware of his future power, the baby-boy is not yet able to

stand on his own feet.(1§)

The compound gasshii was also borrowed from Classical Chinese sources. It
was already used in the Chungiu Zuoshi zhuan: "1 [Hui Gong, leader of the
Jin-Kingdom, one of the Kingdoms during the Chunqiu period (770-403 b.C.)]
am not able [of leading a war). Yet, we have to gather many people [gasshii
AR, Chinese: he zhong) and can not leave from here [before giving the bat-
tle]."(9)

Today, the term is only used within the expression Amerika gasshitkoku

("United States of America").

2.7 The term minjishugi RRE 3%
The term minjiishugi appears in an article of Ogura Sohé entitled Yoshino
hakase no kenseiron o yomu ("Reading Dr. Yoshino's Theories on Constitu-

tional Government," 1916):

In our country there is no democracy [demokurashi & 7 5 ¥ —] like

Dr. Yoshino was translating it as minshushugi IREF2% and minponshugi
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BA . [..] Instead, in Japan, the idea of 'respecting the people' [tami
o omonjiru « omonzuru WEMAT S « WAL B = minjashugi RILERE]

can be found. The people are acting in assistance of the Government.(0)

Ogura Sohé delivered a new conception and adaptation of the Western notion
of "democracy" to Japanese circumstances.

The compound word minjiishugi does not exist in Classical Chinese sources
and therefore is a new coinage or a newly-coined word. Today, this term is no

longer in use.

2.8 The term jinponshugi A% L4

The term jinponshugi appears in an article by the psychologist Anezaki
Masaharu entitled Jinponshugi no jikko ("About the Realization of Democracy,"
Chiié kéron, 1918):

Also the state is part of the experiences called human life and every

politics has to contribute to the realization of an overall democracy

[jinponshugi A& F#].01)

Anezaki used the term jinponshugi in a very broad meaning as an equivalent
to "democracy" in the fields of politics, education, economics, military and so-
cial life. The expression jinponshugi is a newly-coined word, since it was not
used as a compound in Classical Chinese sources. The term is no longer exist-

ing in today's usage.

2.9 The term minseishugi B.'E F.3%

The term minseishugi was used by the philosopher and politician Kita
Reikichi (1885-1961) in his article entitied Kokka minseishugi o teishésu
("Proposing National Democracy," Chigai, 1918):
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I am using the word minseishugi B4 3% as a synthesis of political
and economical democracy. [...] Since the existence of the state depends
on the contribution of every individual, democracy [minseishugi FH: 3:3%)
appears to be the basis of the nation.(22

The compound word minseishugi was borrowed from Classical Chinese
sources. It appears in the Chungiu Zuoshi zhuan: "Virtue and morality are en-
suring welfare [minsei B4:)."03

The term can also be found in the Guoyu: "Since human life [minsei BG4 )
is not too long, I beg You, your Majesty [the King of Yue, a kingdom of the
Chungiu period (770-403 B.C.)], please do not die!"(4

The expression minsei means "welfare" or "human life" even in today's
usage, and was only during the Taishd pericd used in the meaning of "political

and economical democracy."

3. Conclusion

Astonishingly, there is no Japanese research so far exploring the origin and
usage of the neologisms mentioned above. It was the aim of this paper to give
the first etymological study of the various translations of “"democracy” being in
use during the Meiji and Taishd eras.

The most important task was to distinguish between those words that are
newly coined and those that are borrowed from Classical Chinese and given a
new meaning. For this reason, expressions which already exist in Classical
Chinese sources had to be traced to their origins and compared with their
modem usage. The following table gives a survey of the Japanese translations
for the Western term "democracy" being in use during the late Meiji and the

Taishd era:
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- Etymological Category: 1= borrowing of Classical Chinese sources

2 = newly-coined word

- Meaning: a= literal translation
b = partial interpretation
¢= new conception
d = expanded usage ("economical democracy," "social
democracy,” "mental democracy")
) Etymological - .
Term: Category: Meaning: Representative(s):
REFH 1 a Abe Isoo,
minshushugi Yoshino Sakuzd
Eﬂkiiﬁ , 1 b Yoshino Sakuzé
minponshugi
ERER 1 d Tokutomi lichird,
heiminshugi Kétoku Shiisui
BRE® { b Maruyama Kands,
minshiishugi Ishibashi Tanzan
R4 ) b Tsuzuki Seiroku,
minseishugi Oda Yorozu
ARER 1 a anonymous
gasshishugi 4
REIHR N
minjiishugi 2 c Ogura Sohé
”AZFE]:?E. 2 d Anezaki Masaharu
Jinponshugi
EHEE:& 1 d Kita Reikichi
minseishugi
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Except for the established translation minshushugi, all those terms do no
longer exist in today's usage. Most of those neologisms are borrowings from
Classical Chinese sources. Only the terms minjishugi and Jinponshugi do not
exist in the Classical Chinese vocabulary. One third of the translations for the
Western term "democracy” are partial interpretations of its concept, another one
third are expanded usages with broad meanings like "economical democracy,"
"social democracy" or "mental democracy." Only minshushugi and gasshiishugi
are literal translations. Minjiishugi ("respecting the people”) is a completely new
conception and adaptation of the Western idea of "democracy” to Japanese cir-
cumstances.

The neologism demokurashi 7 7 5 & —, written in katakana characters
was not mentioned in the above table. Unlike the compound words written in
Chinese characters, this phonetic loanword is of less expressiveness, since it
was mostly used as a literal equivalent to "democracy in the West."

Japanese scholars did not yet study the derivation of the equivalents to the
Western notion of democracy, though this should be considered as the starting-
point of all research about the introduction of democratic ideas in prewar Japan.
Research projects about the history of ideas of a certain era should be con-
nected with an etymological approach. However, etymological studies of key
words and important concepts in combination with historical analysis of its
authors and its usage are still extremely rare in Japan. Hopefully, interdiscipli-
nary research methods will be accepted in the near future in order to deepen
our understanding of the movements of intellectuals during the late Meiji and

the Taishd era.

Notes
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