
The Meiji Restoration: A Turning Point in Japanese History 

Introduction 

The Meiji Restoration of 1868 stands as one of the most transformative moments in 

world history, marking Japan’s emergence from a feudal, semi-isolated society into a 

modern industrial and military power within the space of a few decades.1 The 

restoration of imperial rule under Emperor Meiji was not simply a domestic event but 

part of a wider global context in which Western imperialism pressed upon East Asia 

and demanded adaptation for survival.2 The Restoration was both a reaction to 

external pressures and an internally driven restructuring of Japanese society. By 

centralising political power, dismantling the feudal system, and rapidly industrialising, 

Japan forged a unique path that allowed it to avoid colonisation and instead join the 

ranks of global powers.3 Yet historians continue to debate whether the Meiji 

Restoration was a true revolution or rather a pragmatic reform that preserved 

elements of the old order under new guises.4 

I. Causes of the Meiji Restoration 

Decline of the Tokugawa Shogunate​

The Tokugawa shogunate, in power since 1603, had maintained Japan under a 

rigidly hierarchical feudal system and the policy of sakoku (national isolation).5 

Foreign contact was restricted to limited trade with the Dutch and Chinese through 

Nagasaki, while Christianity was banned. Although this ensured domestic stability for 

over two centuries, by the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the system 

showed signs of strain. Agricultural production stagnated, while a rising merchant 

class accumulated wealth but lacked political power. Samurai stipends, paid in rice, 

depreciated in value, leaving many warriors impoverished. Frequent peasant 

5 Totman, History of Japan, p. 222. 
4 Conrad Totman, A History of Japan (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), pp. 292–94. 
3 W. G. Beasley, The Meiji Restoration (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1972), pp. 187–90. 

2 Andrew Gordon, A Modern History of Japan: From Tokugawa Times to the Present, 4th edn (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2020), pp. 69–71. 

1 Marius B. Jansen, The Making of Modern Japan (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000), 
p. 334. 
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uprisings in the 1830s, including the Tenpō famine revolts, demonstrated widespread 

discontent.6 

Foreign Pressure​

The decisive catalyst came from abroad. In 1853 Commodore Matthew Perry arrived 

in Edo Bay with American warships, demanding Japan open its ports to trade.7 The 

resulting Treaty of Kanagawa (1854), followed by a series of unequal treaties, 

granted extraterritorial rights and tariff concessions that undermined Japanese 

sovereignty.8 The inability of the shogunate to resist Western demands exposed its 

weakness. Many Japanese concluded that the Tokugawa regime could not protect 

the nation from foreign domination, creating a legitimacy crisis.9 

Ideological and Political Opposition​

This discontent crystallised around the ideology of sonnō jōi -“revere the emperor, 

expel the barbarians.”10 Reformist domains such as Satsuma and Chōshū opposed 

the shogunate and sought the restoration of direct imperial rule as the basis for 

national unity and strength. Intellectuals such as Yoshida Shōin and later leaders like 

Itō Hirobumi argued for reform drawing on Western models while preserving 

Japanese traditions.11 

II. Political Transformation 

The Fall of the Shogunate and the Boshin War​
By the 1860s opposition reached a critical point. After violent clashes and political 

manoeuvring, the shogunate attempted reform but could not stem resistance. The 

outbreak of the Boshin War (1868–69), a civil conflict between shogunate forces and 

imperial loyalists, sealed its fate.12 Imperial troops, modernised and aided by 

Western weapons, quickly defeated Tokugawa armies. In 1868, the imperial court 

12 Jansen, Making of Modern Japan, pp. 357–59. 
11 Craig, Chōshū in the Meiji Restoration, pp. 52–55. 
10 Beasley, Meiji Restoration, pp. 106–8. 

9 Albert M. Craig, Chōshū in the Meiji Restoration (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1961), 
pp. 19–21. 

8 Jansen, Making of Modern Japan, pp. 336–37. 
 

7 Gordon, Modern History of Japan, p. 62. 
6 Beasley, Meiji Restoration, pp. 41–44. 
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declared the restoration of imperial power, with the young Emperor Meiji as head of 

state.13 

Centralisation of Power​
The new leaders swiftly moved to dismantle the feudal order. In 1871 the abolition of 

the han system replaced domains with prefectures governed by centrally appointed 

officials.14 Samurai stipends were commuted into government bonds, and by 1876 

samurai were forbidden to carry swords, symbolically ending their privileged status.15 

Power was centralised under a modern bureaucracy, with ministries overseeing 

education, finance, industry, and the military. 

The Meiji Constitution​

In 1889 the government promulgated the Meiji Constitution, modelled partly on the 

Prussian system.16 It established a constitutional monarchy with a bicameral 

legislature. While sovereignty formally rested with the emperor, in practice the genrō 

oligarchs retained considerable influence. Political participation remained limited, but 

the constitution symbolised Japan’s claim to equality with Western powers.17 

Revolution or Continuity?​

Some, such as Marius Jansen, describe the Restoration as a “revolution from 

above,” engineered by elites to modernise Japan while avoiding upheaval.18 Others, 

like Albert Craig, emphasise continuity: many former samurai retained power in the 

new government, and traditional hierarchies persisted beneath the veneer of modern 

institutions.19 

III. Social and Cultural Change 

Decline of the Samurai and New Social Order​
The abolition of feudal domains and samurai privileges dissolved the traditional 

19 Craig, Chōshū in the Meiji Restoration, pp. 201–3. 

18 Jansen, Making of Modern Japan, p. 401. 
 

17 Gordon, Modern History of Japan, pp. 118–19. 
16 Totman, History of Japan, pp. 278–79. 
15 Gordon, Modern History of Japan, p. 91. 
14 Jansen, Making of Modern Japan, pp. 372–74. 
13 Beasley, Meiji Restoration, p. 215. 
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four-tier class system.20 While samurai resented the loss of status, many adapted by 

becoming bureaucrats, officers, or entrepreneurs. A meritocratic ethos emerged, with 

education and talent valued over hereditary privilege.21 

Educational Reforms​

The 1872 Education Ordinance introduced universal primary education.22 By 1900 

literacy rates approached 90 percent for men and 70 percent for women, among the 

highest in the world at the time.23 

Cultural Blending​

The Meiji period witnessed both Westernisation and preservation of tradition. 

Western dress, architecture, and literature gained popularity, epitomised by the 

Rokumeikan (1883).24 Yet kabuki theatre, Shinto rituals, and the tea ceremony 

persisted, creating a hybrid culture.25 

IV. Economic and Industrial Modernisation 

State-Led Development​
The government invested heavily in infrastructure: the first railway opened in 1872, 

and by 1900 over 5,000 kilometres of track crisscrossed the country.26 

Industrial Growth​

The state established model factories in silk reeling, shipbuilding, and steel, later 

selling them to entrepreneurs. This fostered the rise of the zaibatsu, such as 

Mitsubishi and Mitsui.27 

Agricultural and Fiscal Reforms​

The 1873 Land Tax Reform standardised taxes in money rather than rice, stabilising 

revenue and encouraging commercial agriculture.28 

28 Totman, History of Japan, p. 284. 
 

27 Jansen, Making of Modern Japan, p. 402. 
26 Gordon, Modern History of Japan, pp. 131–32. 
25 Jansen, Making of Modern Japan, pp. 394–95. 
24 Gordon, Modern History of Japan, p. 130. 
23 Jansen, Making of Modern Japan, p. 389. 
22 Beasley, Meiji Restoration, p. 284. 
21 Gordon, Modern History of Japan, pp. 112–13. 
20 Totman, History of Japan, p. 276. 
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V. Military Reform and Foreign Policy 

Modernisation of the Armed Forces​

The 1873 Conscription Law required all males to serve in a national army. The army 

drew on Prussian models, the navy on British.29 Samurai militias were replaced with 

a professional force equipped with modern weapons. 

Overseas Expansion​

Japan’s military success was evident in the First Sino-Japanese War (1894–95), 

which secured Taiwan and influence over Korea.30 The Russo-Japanese War 

(1904–05) confirmed Japan’s status as a great power and expanded its control in 

Manchuria and Korea. 31 

VI. Comparative and Global Context 

Japan’s path contrasts with China’s Self-Strengthening Movement, which failed due 

to entrenched conservatism and foreign domination. 32Bayly argues the Meiji 

Restoration must be seen as part of wider global patterns of adaptation to Western 

modernity.33 

VII. Legacy and Historiographical Debate 

Long-Term Consequences​

The Meiji Restoration created the foundations of Japan’s political institutions, 

industrial economy, and modern education system, while also laying groundwork for 

twentieth-century militarism.34 

Historiographical Perspectives​

Jansen and Gordon highlight its revolutionary qualities, noting the radical 

34 Jansen, Making of Modern Japan, p. 432. 

33 C. A. Bayly, The Birth of the Modern World, 1780–1914: Global Connections and 
Comparisons (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2004), p. 189. 

32 Gordon, Modern History of Japan, p. 164. 
31 Jansen, Making of Modern Japan, p. 419. 
30 Gordon, Modern History of Japan, pp. 161–62. 
29 Beasley, Meiji Restoration, pp. 276–77. 
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restructuring of society.35 Totman and Beasley emphasise continuity, particularly elite 

dominance and cultural traditions.36 

 

Conclusion 

The Meiji Restoration was a turning point not only for Japan but for global history. It 

demonstrated that a non-Western nation could modernise successfully and 

challenge Western dominance. Through political centralisation, social transformation, 

industrialisation, and military reform, Japan emerged as a major power within a 

generation. Yet its achievements were accompanied by contradictions: preservation 

of elite dominance, tensions between tradition and modernity, and the rise of 

imperialism. 
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