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Teaching Political Economy
during the First Decades of Modern Japan

Tetsuya Banno

The purpose of this paper is to clarify how teaching of political economy began in modern
educational institutions in Japan. Modernity in Japan was introduced with the arrival of
United States Navy Commodore Matthew Calbraith Perry with four warships. That event
forced Japan to accept features of Western civilization that included a modern style of
education. One of the first persons to react to this situation was Yukichi Fukuzawa, who
acquired English and began teaching the foreign language; he also taught the Science
originated in the Western Countries by using and consulting books in English. The European
Enlightenment gave birth to classical mechanics, which describes the motion of all objects,
from atoms to astronomical objects, without the hidden hand of God, and the Science began
to expand even to the human relations or behavior in society. As a classification of the
Science, Political Economy explores the laws of production, exchange, distribution,
consumption, and their relationship. Japan, confronted with Western countries, needed all it
could learn from the Science.

From 1872, the fifth year of Meiji, the Japanese government began to establish a modern
and Western-style educational school system. Across the nation, the government ordered to
establish primary schools where pupils were taught geography, mathematics, drawing,
physics as well as Japanese reading and writing. It founded at the same time normal schools
for training students to become primary school teachers, secondary schools for teaching
English and liberal arts, and colleges for professional education in law, engineering, and
medicine with preparatory course. These schools and preparatory course offered an
opportunity to acquire the basics of the Science as a part of general education, including
Political Economy.

This paper reveals that during the first decades of Meiji era, Political Economy was taught
in the primary and secondary schools and college preparatory course as part of general
education by using books in English or translated into Japanese as textbooks for schools and
institutions. It enabled pupils and students to perceive the Western-style of thought, namely
the Science.



