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Summary

This paper analyzes how Japanese people accepted the concept of ‘culture’ introduced into Japan during
the Taisho era, based on the keyword ‘culturalism’. This study reveals that the concept of shuyo or self-
improvement already existed in the Edo era and was carried over to the Meiji era and then replaced by
kyoyo or ‘culture’ during the Taisho era.

Japanese ‘culture’, which was influenced by German Bildung, was accepted mainly by high school
students in the prewar days. At the same time, philosophers such as Jiro Abe and Tetsuro Watsuji were
very popular among students.

When Marxism became powerful, ‘culturalism’ declined. But when Marxism was oppressed by the
military authorities, ‘culturalism’ was again restored. This was the so-called ‘Showa culturalism’. The noted
philosopher, sociologist and economist Eijiro Kawai was quite active at that time and became popular among
students. When Professor Kawai, a radical liberalist, was expelled from Tokyo University by the military
authorities, ‘Showa culturalism’ died.

After World War II, ‘culturalism’ was recovered immediately because the majority of students were still
‘culturalist’ and continued reading books on philosophy, the classics, Bildungsromans and so on. ‘Culturalism’
flourished even more than in the prewar days. ‘Culturalism’ however, declined after Japanese people began
to enjoy a high rate of economic growth through the 1960’s and 70’s. TheJapanese became rich and about
half of all young people attended universities. Most Japanese felt that they belonged to the middle class.
They began to shun ‘culture’ and were inclined to seek materialistic pleasures.

‘Culturalism’ finally collapsed and died after the Japanese accepted requests from overseas, especially
from the US.A. to stimulate the economy and spend more money in Japan, which resulted in a bubble

economy. ‘Culturalism’ is still dead in Japan. It should be restored once again.

[Key words] self-discipline, Bildung, culturalism



