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===« Fukuzawa on Women in Context

Fukuzawa on Women in Context:
A Brief Comparison with John Stuart Mill and Iwamoto Yoshiharu.

Ballhatchet, Helen

I'learnt many things while working on the translations of Fukuzawa’s writings on women and the family, and am
really grateful for the opportunity to take part in the Thought of Fukuzawa series and the support of the Center,
particularly the generous guidance of Professor Nishizawa. In the small space that I have here, I would like to
contextualise Fukuzawa’s views on women through a brief comparison with two other contemporary spokesmen
for women, John Stuart Mill in Britain and Iwamoto Yoshiharu in Japan.

We know that Fukuzawa read, and was influenced by, The Subjection of Women. Both Mill and Fukuzawa
considered that it was reasonable for married women to look after household affairs while their husbands acted
as the wage earners — earning criticism from more recent feminists as a result. On the other hand, Fukuzawa
did not share Mill’s enthusiasm for female suffrage. Another contrast can be found in their attitudes to human
sexuality. In Unitarianism Mill divided human pleasures into the higher and the lower, with the higher being
those that involved the intellect. The pleasure that people derived from sexual activity was a manifestation of
their “animal nature”. In a letter to a follower, he further wrote that men were capable of controlling their sexual
passions through reason. This notion challenged the common justification of prostitution in Britain at the time,
the argument that it was a necessary evil that must be tolerated to avoid social chaos. It was therefore directly
linked to his decision to join the feminist opposition to Britain’s short-lived experiment with licensed prostitution
that began in 1864 and ended in 1886 after much controversy.

Fukuzawa also thought that men were capable of controlling their sexual urges and agreed with Mill that
prostitutes were not the cause of male promiscuity. But unlike Mill, Fukuzawa emphasized the importance of
sexual fulfillment to the health and happiness of humans as well as animals, and women as well as men. While
he agreed with Mill that the non-physical aspect of male-female relationships grew in importance as a culture
developed, he was not prepared to accept that emotional interactions were more important than physical ones.
He saw prostitution as necessary in the present stage of social evolution in the sense that without prostitutes
respectable unmarried women and widows would succumb to the pleasures of sexual relationships with willing
males.

Japanese Christians played an important role in the emancipation of women in Meiji Japan. Fukuzawa employed
a female missionary to teach girls, including his daughters, for a short period, and for an even shorter period
sent three of them to board at a mission school. Iwamoto Yoshiharu devoted his life to the female cause, editing
Jogaku zasshi as well as running Meiji jogakko. Like Fukuzawa and Mill he viewed men and women as equal. He
was clearly more committed to female education than Fukuzawa and supported a limited political role for them.
Editorials in Jogaku zasshi, presumably written by Iwamoto, show that he was familiar with Fukuzawa’s writings
on women of the 1880s and 1890s. He joined Fukuzawa in condemning the Confucian view that respectable
men and women should not associate with each other, and that even married couples should preserve a certain
distance. He also agreed that prostitutes were less than human and criticised men who consorted with them,
branding them moral criminals who reduced women to the level of animals and calling on them to stop seeing
women as mere instruments of pleasure. However, he wanted the government to abolish prostitution and the
licensing system, denying that it was an effective measure against the spread of sexually transmitted diseases.

While both men saw prostitutes as less than human, Iwamoto criticised them more strongly. Having accepted
their fate as the instruments of men, they had lost their human rights, and there was no need for the government
to be lenient with them. They encouraged men to abandon virtue and destroyed social customs. They were also
the cause of syphilis. These were all reasons for abolition rather than Fukuzawa’s more gradual approach. Another
difference was that Iwamoto, like Mill, had a negative attitude to sexual activity. Physical relations alone could
never be truly satisfying, and those who wanted physical satisfaction without any emotional ties were slaves of
debauchery. While Fukuzawa looked forward to an age of free love, Iwamoto’s ideal was a time when sexual activity
would be seen as a duty that could not be avoided, something carried out only for the good of the nation and in
order to produce descendants.
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