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“America” Brought into the Samurai Nation: What is the
Japanese Democracy?
Okawa Makoto

Director, Sakuzo Yoshino Memorial Museum, Japan

Abstract

It is often believed that democracy was introduced to Japan after
WWII. This paper, totally different from the kind of understanding,
focuses on how the systems and thoughts of democracy were accepted in
the late Edo and Meiji Japan, especially on how the ways of collecting
opinions (“how to take a vote”), which is the principle of parliamentary
politics, were discussed. British upper and lower house system was
introduced to Japan in the early stage, no explanation of the ways of
voting and procedures to choose the delegates in Britain, however, can be
found in the discussions in the period. They were, instead, found in the
descriptions about the United States of America, a newly emerging
republic then. Amerika-koku Souki Wakai (Japanese Translation of
General Views on America), written by Masaki Keiso, introduced the
representative system and presidential system. It is worth noting that
Masaki comprehended the main role of the representatives as someone
who were responsible for participating discussion, not for voting under
the majority vote rule. He shared the understanding with Kanda Takahira,
a member of Meirokusha, who argued that the representatives were
expected to reach unanimous decisions through their discussions. It might
appear that parliamentary politics was not mature enough if unanimous
decisions were required. It is the fact, however, that the argument for
Japanese democracy traditionally included the possibility of the
achievement of accountability and deliberation in order to reach
consensus among the all stakeholders.

Keywords: United States of America, Parliamentary Politics, Republic,

Presidential System, Democracy
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