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The Modern Science of History in Japan and the Problem of Conceptualization
—— Regarding the Concept of “Ef %] (Feudalism)” ——
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r Abstract N

The modern science of history in Japan has created new analytical concepts for researching Japanese history
in the Meiji-Period. Japanese historians had to conceptualize new notions of history under the great influence of
European historical science, translating European concepts of history into Japanese. Because we created new con-
cepts of history by translating European languages into Kanji (#") misunderstandings or divergences from the
original meanings were quite frequent. Moreover, there were some traditional Confucian concepts as well that
were used to create new concepts of modern science of history such as “FHHi].”

The concept of “lf %], which corresponds to the concept of European feudalism, became diffused among
historians after the Meiji-Period as an analytical concept of the Japanese medieval society of warriors (samurai).
The concept of “£17:#” became a popular topic discussed by Japanese historians extensively to explain the simi-
larities between the Japanese Middle Ages and the European Middle Ages. At the same time, the concept of “Ff#
#il” made a great contribution in placing Japanese history in the course of the development of world history.

However, in the 1970s, the existence of feudalism in Japan began to be questioned by Japanese medievalists.
Around the year 2000, some Japanese historians claimed that the concept of “E%H]” should not be used because
there had been no feudalism in Japan like the one that had prevailed in Europe. They believed that “Ff 7] was a
particularly European phenomenon, and that Japanese pre-modern society could not be regarded as a feudal soci-
ety in the European sense. With regard to this opinion, some historians began to criticize the Euro-centered view
of history and began to view world history not as a linear development of history but as parallel developments of
various civilizations.

Today, Japanese historians specializing in East Asian history wish to invent new concepts of East Asian his-
tory in order to reject the subordinate image of East Asia to that of Europe. However, even if the concept derives
its origin from European historical science, it is worth pursuing by changing the definitions according to the con-
temporary situation in Japan. Feudalism, if redefined, without disrespecting East Asian Confucian meanings, as a
concept of history will become an effective basis of historical analysis.
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