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Democracy and Nationalism
in the Modern Political Thought
of Imperial Japan

Shao Hsuanlei**

Abstract

Theories of democracy often use “democracy and nationalism” to
understand modern political change and patterns of national development.
However, in the historical development of East Asia, these ideas are quite
unusual. This article discusses how Japanese political theorists in the early
democratization period interpreted the concepts of democracy and
nationalism, identifying several theoretical strains and showing how while
nationalism and democracy developed at the same time in Japan, Japanese
political thinkers had different interpretations of the relationship between
the two concepts.

This article attempts to elaborate on the main characteristics of
Japanese interpretations of the relationship between democracy and
nationalism. First, “East Asian democracy” is a product of studying
Western thought. Its objective is strengthening national identity, implying
a symbiotic relationship between democracy and nationalism. Second,
East Asian nationalism originated from a struggle for national survival.

* Any questions or discuss are welcomed. SHAO Hsuanlei, E-mail:hlshao@ntnu.edu.tw

** Assistant Professor, Dept. of East Asia Studies, National Taiwan Normal
University, Major: Sino-Japan Relations, China studies, Modern Japanese
History.
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While on one hand Japan imitated Western democracy, on the other hand
it viewed the West with fear and even hostility. This paradox caused
Japanese political theorists to waver between democracy and nationalism.
Third, another factor which influenced Japanese thought was Sino-
Japanese relations. The dialectical interaction of Eastern/Western
civilization and of Chinese/Japanese civilization is evident in the focus of
Japanese political thought. This study attempts to introduce and compare
early-modern Japanese political thought in order to provide a new angle
for research on East Asian political theory.

Keywords: democracy, East Asia, Japanese Empire, nationalism, political
ideology
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