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Fukuzawa Yukichi


1835–1901


 


Fukuzawa Yukichi was a Japanese author, educator, translator, and political thinker, widely regarded as one of the most influential intellectuals of modern Japan. A strong advocate of modernization and Western learning during the Meiji era, he played a key role in shaping Japan’s transition from a feudal society into a modern nation-state. His ideas on education, individual independence, and social reform left a lasting legacy in Japanese culture and thought.


 


Early Life and Education


 


Fukuzawa was born in Osaka into a low-ranking samurai family of the Nakatsu domain. Despite financial difficulties, he showed early brilliance and pursued learning with determination. Initially educated in Confucian classics, he later turned to Western studies, especially after traveling to Nagasaki, where he encountered Dutch learning. Eager to understand the modern world, Fukuzawa studied Dutch and then English, which opened the doors to Western science, technology, and philosophy.


 


Career and Contributions


 


In 1859, Fukuzawa traveled abroad for the first time as part of a shogunate mission to the United States, where he was exposed to Western institutions and lifestyles. Later, he visited Europe, further deepening his understanding of Western society. These experiences convinced him that Japan’s survival and prosperity depended on embracing modernization and learning from the West.


Fukuzawa became a prolific writer and translator, publishing works such as Conditions in the West (1866) and An Encouragement of Learning (1872–1876), which sought to popularize Western knowledge and promote the idea of self-reliance. In 1868, he founded Keio Gijuku, which later became Keio University, one of Japan’s leading educational institutions.


 


Impact and Legacy


 


Fukuzawa’s philosophy emphasized independence of the individual, equality of opportunity, and the importance of education as the foundation of national progress. He believed that Japan must modernize not by imitating blindly, but by cultivating the same spirit of rationality, science, and independence that he admired in the West.


He is often called the “Voltaire of Japan” for his role in promoting Enlightenment ideals and is remembered as a central figure of the Meiji Enlightenment (Bunmei Kaika). His influence extended beyond academia, shaping debates on politics, economics, and social reform in Japan’s modernization process.


Fukuzawa Yukichi died in 1901 in Tokyo, but his legacy remains deeply ingrained in Japanese society. His face is featured on the 10,000 yen banknote, symbolizing his enduring importance. Through his writings, educational work, and vision of progress, Fukuzawa helped lay the intellectual foundation for modern Japan, making him one of the most celebrated figures in the nation’s history.


 


About the work


 


Encouragement of Learning, written by Fukuzawa Yukichi, is one of the most influential works of nineteenth-century Japan, published in a series between 1872 and 1876. Composed during the Meiji period, a time of rapid political and social transformation, the book advocates education as the foundation for both individual advancement and national progress. For Fukuzawa, learning was the key that would allow Japanese citizens to overcome rigid social hierarchies and prepare for modernity, becoming independent thinkers capable of contributing to the construction of a new society.


Rather than a fictional narrative, the work is expository and reflective, written in an accessible style aimed at ordinary readers. Fukuzawa emphasizes that all people are born equal, but social differences arise from unequal access to education. He criticizes blind dependence on authorities and outdated customs, arguing that true human dignity comes from personal effort in cultivating knowledge. The text also draws comparisons between Japan and Western nations, showing how education had served as the cornerstone of progress in modern societies abroad.


A central theme of the book is independence, both personal and national. Fukuzawa insists that an ignorant populace becomes submissive to leaders and vulnerable to foreign domination, while an educated citizenry ensures freedom, prosperity, and international respect. In this sense, learning is not only a path to personal growth but also a strategy for strengthening the nation. He also warns against a culture of resignation and passivity, which he saw as barriers to the development of a more equal and dynamic society.


Fukuzawa Yukichi (1835–1901) was a writer, educator, and reformist thinker, regarded as one of the leading intellectuals of the Meiji Restoration. Founder of Keio University, he promoted liberal values and defended the importance of science, rationality, and practical knowledge. With Encouragement of Learning, he profoundly influenced generations of Japanese readers, helping to shape Japan’s modern identity and reinforcing the idea that education is the essential path to freedom and social progress.





AN ENCOURAGEMENT OF LEARNING



Section One:


Heaven, it is said, does not create some people above or below others. This means that when we are born, we are all equal, and there is no innate distinction between high and low. This means that we humans, the highest of all creation, can use the world's myriad things to satisfy our daily needs through the labor of our bodies and minds. As long as we do not infringe upon the rights of others, we may pass our days happily and freely. However, when we take a broad look at humanity, we see the wise and the foolish, the rich and the poor, and the noble and the lowly, whose conditions seem to differ as greatly as clouds and mud. Why is this? The reason is clear. In the Jitsugo-kyo, we read that if a man does not learn, he will remain ignorant; such an ignorant man is stupid. Therefore, the difference between the wise and the stupid is traceable to the degree of learning.


Additionally, there are difficult and easy professions in society. A person who performs difficult work is considered noble, whereas a person who performs easy work is considered lowly. Work involving intellectual effort is considered more difficult than work involving physical strength. Therefore, persons such as doctors, scholars, government officials, and merchants who manage large businesses or farmers who employ many people are considered nobler and of higher station. As a result, their households naturally prosper, making them seem towering and out of reach of the lower levels of society. However, when we inquire into the reason for this, we find that these differences are entirely the result of whether or not they have acquired the powers that learning brings. It is not because of some decree of Heaven. As the proverb says, "Heaven does not give riches and dignity to the person himself, but to his labors." As I said above, there are no innate status distinctions separating the noble from the base or the rich from the poor. Only the person who has studied diligently to acquire deep knowledge becomes noble and rich, while the opposite becomes base and poor.


Learning does not consist of impractical pursuits such as studying obscure Chinese characters, deciphering difficult ancient texts, or enjoying and writing poetry. While these kinds of learning may be useful diversions, they should not be esteemed as highly as Confucian and Japanese scholars have since ancient times. Among Confucian scholars, those skilled in practical matters have been few. Likewise, it has been rare for a chônin (townsperson) who was well-versed in poetry to be successful in business. Consequently, thoughtful townsfolk and peasants still fear that their children will ruin the family fortune if they focus on books. This is not without reason. It proves that such forms of learning are ultimately without practical value and will not serve daily needs.


These impractical studies should be relegated to a secondary position. The primary focus should be on practical learning that is closer to ordinary human needs. For instance, one should learn the 47-letter kana syllabary, letter-writing methods, accounting methods, abacus practice, weight and measure handling, and similar skills. There is much additional knowledge to be acquired. Geography is the key to understanding the climates of Japan and many other countries. Physics is the science that investigates the properties and functions of myriad things in the universe. History books chronicle the conditions of countries in the past and present in detail.


Economics explains financial management at the personal, family, and state levels. Ethics expounds on the natural principles of personal moral cultivation and social interaction. To study these areas, a person should read translations of Western books. In many cases, he can use kana. However, a young, talented student of literature should be taught to read Western languages. By grasping the practical matters of each science, which vary in subject matter and content, one can search for the truth and apply it to one's present purposes.


These subjects are common to all of humanity and are matters in which everyone should be interested, regardless of rank or position. After acquiring knowledge in these areas, individuals can fulfill their duties or manage their family businesses independently, benefiting themselves, their families, and the nation.


However, in the pursuit of learning, it is necessary for each person to know his or her capacity. We are born unrestricted and unbounded, and full-fledged men and women are free to act as they wish. However, many become selfish and dissipate if they assert only their own freedom and do not know their place. "Place" or capacity means achieving one's personal freedom without infringing upon the freedom of others, based on natural principles and in harmony with human feelings. The line between freedom and selfishness is crossed when one infringes upon the freedom of others. For instance, a person may spend his own money as he wishes, indulging in pleasures and dissipation. However, this is not entirely true because his dissipation sets an example for others. In the long run, it harms public morals and becomes an obstacle to public education. Therefore, even though a dissolute person spends his own money, his offense is still reprehensible.


Furthermore, freedom and independence refer not only to the individual, but to the nation as well. Japan is an island country separated from the Asian continent to the east. Since ancient times, it has not had relations with foreign countries. It relied on its own products and was self-sufficient. However, foreign trade began after the arrival of the Americans in the 1850s, creating a situation that continues to this day. Even after the ports opened, there were various debates. Some factions loudly advocated for "national seclusion" (sakoku) and "expulsion of foreigners" (jōi). However, these views were short-sighted. They were as narrow-minded as the proverbial frog at the bottom of a well, and their arguments were not worth listening to. The people of Japan and the West live under the same sky, feel the warmth of the same sun, gaze at the same moon, share the same oceans and air, and possess the same human emotions. Therefore, nations that have resources should share them with those that do not. We should teach and learn from each other without shame or pride. We should promote each other’s interests and pray for each other’s happiness, associating with one another according to the laws of heaven and humanity. Such an attitude implies acknowledging one’s guilt toward the African slaves, but it also means standing on principle in the face of England's and America's warships. Furthermore, it implies that if Japan is disgraced, every Japanese citizen must sacrifice his life to prevent the decline of her prestige and glory. National independence entails all of these things.


By contrast, China has behaved as if there were no other countries in the world. They call foreigners barbarians and revile and scorn them as animals. Without considering their own country's power, they have recklessly attempted to banish foreigners, only to be rebuked in return. This situation has come about because they do not truly understand the role of a single nation. If we compare their case to that of an individual, they are like someone who has fallen into selfish and dissolute habits because they have not attained natural freedom.


Since the Meiji Restoration, the ways of the Japanese government have greatly improved. In foreign affairs, we have regular relations with other nations according to international law. Internally, the government has promoted the independence of the people and has permitted the use of family names and horseback riding for commoners. These changes are among the most commendable since the nation's founding. The basis of social equality between the four former classes — samurai, farmers, artisans, and merchants — has finally been established. From this day forward, hereditary class rank will no longer exist among the Japanese people. A man will have rank only by virtue of his talents, virtues, and accomplishments.


For example, while it is natural to show deference to a government official, it is not because of that person's status. Rather, he is accorded that respect because he performs an important role through his talents and virtues and deals with weighty laws for the sake of the people. It is the laws that have dignity, not the man. Everyone knows about the shogun’s infamous processions of tea vessels along the Tōkaidō during the Tokugawa shogunate. Even the shogun’s hunting hawks had greater dignity than men. Travelers had to get off the road when the shogun’s horses approached. Everything the shogun used, down to the stones and tiles, was invested with awe and dignity. Although the people hated these practices, they perpetuated them. Both high and low observed these terrible customs. In short, this was not because of the dignity of the laws or the intrinsic value of these things. Rather, it was because the government used craven methods to swell their prestige and make men cower and prevent their freedom. These were false and vainglorious practices, and today, such wretched institutions and customs have been abolished throughout Japan. People should therefore be relieved, and if they ever feel unjustly treated by the government, they will not have to swallow their resentment and hate the government in silence. They can seek out the relevant offices or authorities, quietly lodge their complaints, and openly discuss them. If their case aligns with natural principles and human feelings, they should fight for it, even at the risk of their lives. These are now the "responsibility" of the nation's citizens.


As mentioned earlier, the principle of heaven grants freedom from bondage to each person and country. Consequently, if a country's freedom is threatened, it should not hesitate to take up arms against the rest of the world. Similarly, if someone infringes upon another person's freedom, the threatened party should not fear government officials. Now that the equality of all social classes has been established, each citizen can enjoy peace and do their work according to their own preferences and in accordance with natural principles. On the other hand, since everyone has their own "place," they must also have the appropriate virtues and talents. Knowing the principles of things is necessary in order to possess the requisite talents and virtues. Therefore, it is necessary to study in order to understand these principles. This is the reason for the urgency I have placed on learning.


Looking at recent developments, we see that peasants, artisans, and merchants have risen a hundredfold in dignity over their former social statuses and are gradually reaching a point of equality with ex-samurai. Today, even government service employment is open to men of character and talent from the formerly non-samurai groups. Therefore, they must be aware of their personal dignity and value it, acting accordingly. However, there are no individuals more pitiful and despicable than the ignorant and illiterate. The height of ignorance is to be shameless. When such people have fallen into poverty through their own ignorance and are hard pressed by hunger and cold, they hate the rich around them instead of blaming their own stupidity. In the extreme, they form cliques and incite rebellion and insurrection to press their demands. These solutions can be considered both shameless and lawless. If people relied on the laws of the realm to preserve their security and conduct business, but only followed the laws that suited their purposes and broke those that did not, would not these practices be contradictory? Additionally, some people from wealthy and respectable families know how to amass wealth but do not know how to properly educate their children. Since their children have not been properly educated, it is no wonder that they are ignorant. They gradually sink into idleness and dissipation, and many of them quickly ruin their ancestors' estates.


Rational persuasion is useless in controlling such people. The government must use power to intimidate them. This is why a Western proverb says that a harsh government is necessary for stupid people. The government is not harsh; the people have invited this misfortune upon themselves. Conversely, it is reasonable that there should be a good government over good people. Therefore, if the people are this way, then Japan will have this kind of government, too. If the morality of the people decreases and ignorance and illiteracy increase, the government's laws must become harsher. Conversely, if the people pursue learning, understand the principles of things, and follow the ways of modern civilization, the government's laws will also become more generous and compassionate. The severity or leniency of the law will naturally correspond to the virtue of the people. Who would prefer a harsh government to a good one? Who would not pray for the wealth and prestige of their own nation? Who would tolerate the contempt of foreign nations? These are the ordinary feelings of human nature.


In contemporary society, a patriotic person should not be overly anxious to the point of disturbing his body and soul. His important aims should be to let each person conduct himself correctly based on human nature; to diligently pursue learning and broaden his knowledge; and to possess knowledge and virtue appropriate to his station in life. The government and the people should share the common purpose of each functioning in its proper capacity so that the country's peace can be maintained, the government can smoothly administer the affairs of the state, and the people will not suffer under its rule. The learning I am exhorting now has this sole end in view.




POSTSCRIPT


On the occasion of the opening of a school in my hometown of Nakatsu, I wrote this piece encouraging learning to give to some old friends there. One of them persuaded me that it would be more beneficial to publish it widely than to just circulate it among my friends in Nakatsu. I have therefore printed it at Keio Gijuku to share my thoughts with my colleagues.


 


February 1871


Fukuzawa Yukichi





Section Two



FOREWORD


Learning in the broad sense can be divided into immaterial and material spheres. The former includes subjects such as ethics (shingaku), theology, and metaphysics, while the latter includes subjects such as astronomy, geography, physics, and chemistry. Each branch of learning broadens our knowledge and experience, providing discernment into the principles of things and an understanding of our duties as individuals. To expand our knowledge and experience, we must listen to others, develop our own ideas, and read books. Therefore, although it is essential to know how to read in order to study, it would be a great misunderstanding of the nature of learning to think that learning only consists of reading books, as people have thought since ancient times. Letters are the instruments of learning. They are like the hammers and saws used to build a house. However, a person who only knows the names of hammers and saws but does not know how to build a house cannot be called a carpenter. Similarly, a person who only knows how to read but does not know how to discern the principles of things cannot be called a true scholar. Such a person is like someone who is said to have read the Confucian Analects but does not understand them. Similarly, a person who has memorized the Kojiki but does not know the current price of rice is considered ignorant in practical studies. Similarly, a person who has mastered the inner meaning of the Chinese Classics and Histories, yet does not understand the ways of buying and selling and is incompetent in business dealings, must be considered a failure at bookkeeping. Similarly, a person who, after years of hard study and significant financial investment, becomes proficient in Western studies but is unable to earn a living independently is out of touch with contemporary learning. Such people may be called mere wholesalers of letters. They are not different from food-consuming dictionaries in merit and capacity, and they are useless to the nation and parasites on the economy. Therefore, household management, bookkeeping, and keeping up with current trends are also forms of learning. Why understand learning exclusively as reading Japanese, Chinese, and Western books? I have titled this book An Encouragement of Learning, but I am not advocating the exclusive study of books.


In this work, I express the general meaning of learning by quoting and paraphrasing Western sources as well as citing matters that everyone should know in both material and immaterial spheres of learning. As a follow-up to the previous section, I will expand on this theme here and continue to do so in the third and fourth sections.



THE EQUALITY OF MEN


At the beginning of the first section, I declared that all men are equal and can live freely and independently without hereditary status distinctions. Let me further develop that idea here. A man's birth is the work of nature, not man. People should love and respect one another, and each person should fulfill his duty without infringing upon the rights of others. After all, they are members of the same species, share the same sky, and are creatures between heaven and earth. For example, brothers in the same household should cherish one another because they are children of the same family and have the same parents. This relationship has been articulated as a great ethical principle.


Similarly, when I consider the balance of human relations, I must conclude that all people are equal. However, they may not be equal in outward appearances. Equality means equality in essential human rights, even though there may be extreme differences in external conditions between the rich and poor, the strong and weak, and the intelligent and unintelligent. Some nobles, descended from feudal lords, still live in palaces, dress in luxurious clothing, and eat sumptuous food. Others rent lodgings in back alleys and barely eke out a living from day to day. Some become public officials and merchants who move the world with their talents and knowledge, while others spend their lives as candy vendors without wisdom or discernment. Some become powerful sumo wrestlers, while others become delicate princesses. While they may differ greatly, from the point of view of inherent human rights, all people are equal.


In other words, human rights are the great moral obligations that dignify an individual's life, protect their fortune and possessions, and honor their reputation. When Heaven gives birth to a person, they are given faculties of body and mind, as well as the power to realize their rights. Therefore, under no circumstances should a person be deprived of their rights. The lives of feudal lords and laborers were equal in essential value. A rich merchant protects his million ryō no more than a candy vendor protects his four mon; each is his own personal property. One proverb about the ills of society says, "It is impossible to deal with crying children or the lord of a manor." Another says, "Parents and masters make unreasonable requests." These proverbs suggest that some people believe human rights can be twisted. However, this is a misunderstanding, confusing the outward appearances of things with essential human rights. The estate steward and his peasants may have differed in outward circumstances, but they were equal in essential human rights. What distressed the peasants also distressed the steward, and what pleased the steward also pleased the peasants. It is human nature to avoid distress and seek pleasure. It is a basic human right to be able to attain one's desires as long as one does not infringe upon the rights of others. There was no distinction between the steward's rights and those of his peasants. The difference was simply that the steward was powerful and wealthy, while the peasants were weak and poor. Wealth and power are relative human conditions, and of course, they differ. However, if a wealthy and powerful man acts unjustly toward a poor and weak person, isn't this a violation of the other person's rights by taking advantage of their unequal circumstances? It would be comparable to a strong sumo wrestler breaking his neighbor's arm. Even though the neighbor is weaker, he can still use his arm to accomplish his own purposes; therefore, it would be an outrageous infringement if the wrestler broke the weaker man’s arm for no good reason.
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