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Changing Image of Modern Japan in German Textbooks

Takao UENO

After the Meiji Restoration, PreufSische Germany presented
many “models” to the newly established Japanese government:
the constitution, laws, political institutions, military systems,
school systems, and so forth. In that sense, Germany exerted a
deep influence upon modern Japan. Accordingly, the relation-
ship between Japan and Germany was very close, at least from
Japan's point of view. But could the same thing be said from
the German viewpoint? What kind of images did Germans
hold of modern Japan? In this article the image of modern
Japan in German school textbooks of geography, published
from the late 19th century to the 1930s, will be surveyed.
Although the quantity of information on Japan was re-
stricted in the 19th century, textbooks described the national
character of the Japanese people rather in the positive, espe-
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cially in comparison with that of Chinese. This was partly be-
cause Japan had started studying things European and adopt-
ing them, and partly because the Japanese appeared to be
clean, clever, creative, and peaceful. After the turn of the cen-
tury, German textbooks were filled with descriptions that
showed surprise at the rapidity of Japan’s development, politi-
cally as well as economically. Along with European models,
specifically German models, Japan had become one of the
great powers in the world within a short period. That was
really astonishing to the Germans. After the Sino-Japanese and
the Russo-Japanese wars, it was often described that Japan had
become a colonial empire and had successfully taken the ruling
position in the Far East.

At the outset of World War I, Japan declared war on
Germany for the purpose of acquiring Schantung and realized
its aim. In the 1920s the unbelievable rapidity of Japan’s
development caused not only surprise but also anxiety.
Textbooks began to wonder what Japan really desired to grasp
and in which area Japan sought to expand its influence. The
reason why Japan could successfully achieve industrialization
to become a great power was at this moment one of the central
themes of description. They pointed out the overflowing popu-
lation in the “small island” and industrialization itself, which
had caused a concentration population in urban areas, as the
main reason. In addition to that, some textbooks showed geo-
political interests and made geo-political analyses in the late
1920s. This tendency continued increasingly through the
1930s, and the peaceful image of the Japanese people in the
19th century was gradually transformed into a quite different
one, namely an image of the Japanese as always prepared for
war, overcoming their hesitation.
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