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Abstract

The authoritarian modernization thesis states that Germany during the nineteenth 

century followed a uniquely anti-democratic path to modernity, positing that while Germany 

became a modern state economically, itfailed to develop along the expected modern liberal 

democratic lines politically. The Kaiserreich, dominated by the Prussian military establishment, 

is said to have suppressed the rights of its citizens and enacted dictatorial policies that would 

never have been made law in liberal democracies like Great Britain or the United States. This 

authoritarianism that defined the Second Reich is said to have directly led to the horrors of 

Nazism. Similarly, Japan is said to have failed to develop smoothly into a British/American 

style liberal democracy. Its citizens are said to have been largely disenfranchised and the 

military supposedly exerted undue influence of the civilian political sphere. This thesis attempts 

to argue against the intensity of these claims. Though Japan and Germany during the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were by no means ideal liberal democracies, they were 

not entirely authoritarian either. Both Imperial Germany and Meiji Japan possessed a number of 

democratic features that dispute the authoritarian modernization thesis. Though these ultimately 

were fairly militaristic states that at times employed harsh anti-democratic tactics on their 

citizens, this thesis argues that Germany and Japan were not incredibly distinct from Britain, 

France, and the United States in how they actually behaved domestically and on the world 

stage.

David Harvey

Division of Social Sciences
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Introduction

History, it is often said, is written by the winners. In no case is this more apparent than 

for Japan and Germany. Because of their crimes and defeat in the Second World War, the 

history of democratic political development in Japan and Germany has often been forgotten and 

replaced by a narrative that assumes that Germany and Japan were predestined to authoritarian 

rule. Though this narrative is not entirely without merit, it is an incomplete one that glosses over 

how events might have turned out differently. For much of their modern history, Japan and 

Germany operated similarly to liberal democracies like Great Britain, France, and the United 

States.

The period I aim to examine begins around 1860 and ends in 1918. 1860 marks the early 

stages of Prussia's efforts to unite the German states, while 1918 marks the end of the First 

World War and the end of the Second Reich. This period also coincides with beginnings of the 

Meiji Restoration and the rise of militarism within Japan that would conclude with a violent 

overthrow of democracy in 1938. This period, in which the modern German and Japanese states 

emerged, is central to an evaluation authoritarian modernization thesis, so it would seem 

appropriate that a work analyzing such theories would look at roughly the same period.

Much has been written about the failings of democracy in Germany. Historians once 

argued that Germany developed along an alternate path to modernity, or that it modernized only 

partially. Germany is said to have developed a powerful industrial economy, but the enduring 

power and influence of Germany's elites, military and otherwise, is said to have restricted 

political development. According to this interpretation, this authoritarian path to modernity 

doomed Germany to fall to Nazism during the 1930s. In German this conception of German 

history is known as the Sonderweg. The rise of social and cultural history during the 1970s and 

1980s worked to counteract the prevailing narrative of the authoritarian modernization thesis, 
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with historians like Geoff Eloy and David Blackbourn leading the charge against the more 

normative views of German history that would argue that the cases of Britain and France prove 

the weakness of the bourgeoisie and of democratizing forces within the German Empire.1

Japan emerged on the world stage as a modern nation roughly around the same time as 

Germany, with its Meiji Restoration (1868) coinciding roughly with the final years of the wars 

of German unification. Like Germany, Japan also emerged from its pre-modern past after a 

bloody civil war and through much more authoritarian methods than was the case in places like 

France or Britain. Perhaps the most obvious connection between the two to the lay observer is 

their alliance during the Second World War, an alliance built at least partly on the two nations' 

expansionist visions for empire. Like Germany, Japan embraced militarism arguably with 

greater fervor than the liberal democracies. Consequently, both Japan and Germany have 

reputations for bellicosity and belligerence. Though there is some justification for these 

imaginings of the two states as being hostile powers outside the comfortable sphere of 

European diplomacy, Japan and Germany largely coexisted peacefully as normal, albeit new 

members of the European world order.

Japan has often suffered from the same historical biases as Germany, with the 

assumption that against them that assume the failure of democracy was somehow predestined 

because the nation's history prior to the Meiji Restoration or, more troubling, because of Japan's 

cultural proclivity towards Confucian style hierarchy.2 This failure thesis is troubling not merely 

because it is wrong, but because it robs the lower classes of Japan of historical agency and 

assumes that their oppression was a historical inevitability. Japan was not a true liberal 

democracy, but neither was it an authoritarian state where the ruling class ruled without fear of 

1 David Blackbourn and Geoff Eley, The Peculiarities of German History: Bourgeois Society and Politics in 
Nineteenth-century Germany (Oxford, England: Oxford University Press, 1984), 39-45.

2 Roger W. Bowen, Rebellion and Democracy in Meiji Japan: A Study of Commoners in the Popular Rights 
Movement (London, England: University of California Press, 1980), 3.
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opposition. It may very well be because of the intense opposition movements during the Meiji 

period that the process of democratization occurred relatively quickly.

One of the implications packed within the authoritarian modernization thesis is the 

assumption that the political systems in charge of Germany and Japan had excessively 

dictatorial characteristics. The first chapter shall examine this assumption by exploring the 

political developments of Japan and Germany, focusing more on the high level legislative and 

political histories of Germany and Japan. 

Though Germany's unification project illustrates the decidedly militaristic politics of its 

architects, the government they created ultimately came as the result of compromise with the 

liberal opposition that demanded democracy. The German Kaiser was a state of many 

contradictions, where Otto von Bismarck's will often became expressed through law, but also 

where every adult man had the right to vote from the state's very inception. It is not a state 

where labels like “authoritarian” and “democratic” fit cleanly. The Second Reich undoubtedly 

restricted the rights of many of its citizens, but also had an active political culture, so to say that 

this state is wholly “authoritarian” or “democratic” denies the valid claims that would contradict 

such assertions.

The Meiji Restoration marked both a clear divorce from Japan's pre-modern past and the 

beginning of Japan's ascendance to international prominence. It also heralded the beginning of a 

series of rapid political and social changes that would allow Japan to grow into an economic 

and military power on the level of the major powers of Europe. Like Germany, Japan made 

efforts to suppress democracy within the state, but the very education that uplifted rural 

peasants from pre-modern ignorance also imbued them with a greater desire for rights and 

representation within the new government. Though the Meiji government in its early decades 

governed by decree and backroom politicking, by the turn of the century a more truly 
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democratic state was developing.

Part of the narrative put forth by the Sonderweg thesis is that militarism played a large 

role in Germany's fall to authoritarianism. Accordingly, the second chapter will look at how the 

military systems in Japan and Germany developed and influenced the civilian sphere. In some 

cases the military was seen as being immune to the criticisms of the civilian sphere. In other 

cases, the rise of militarism also coincided with an aggressive expansionist colonial project. In 

the case of Germany, one can look at the storied Prussian military tradition and see clear 

continuities between the armies of Frederick the Great and of Helmut von Moltke more than a 

century later. Even apologists for Imperial Germany would be hard pressed to deny the presence 

of a right wing militarist section of society, but the military was not allowed to operate without 

some checks to its power. Still, the military ultimately helped forge the modern German nation 

and German liberals were always grateful, arguably to a fault. Despite Germany's proud history 

of militarism, however, the military did not ultimately directly cause the failure of democracy in 

Germany.

The story of militarism in Japan in many ways parallels that of Germany. Both owe their 

emergence as genuine international forces to be reckoned with largely to their impressive 

military accomplishments. Consequently, both came to have something of a martial culture that 

protects the military from civilian criticism. Both had powerful General Staffs that enjoyed 

isolation from the civilian sphere and relatively unchecked authority. But despite this, neither 

can truly be said to have pursued a uniquely aggressive foreign policy prior to the Second 

World War. German colonialism was framed as an attempt to secure some bit of territory so that 

Germany could continue to grow and protect itself from those who wanted to see it fail, Britain 

and France. Japan pursued a similar sort of imperial policy, expanding into parts of continental 

Asia, but like Germany framed its colonial policy as an effort to catch up to the other major 
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imperial powers. Put simply, Japan and Germany prior to the rise of the Nazis did not really 

pursue a foreign policy more expansionist than did France or Britain.

The final chapter will examine the role of the civilian sphere and the extent to which 

civil liberties and political rights were restricted in Japan and Germany. As with the other 

chapters, the picture painted of Germany and Japan is a complex one where there are 

undoubtedly authoritarian elements like religious persecution at work, but just as much a 

culture of resistance to the government embodied by the Social Democratic Party in Germany 

and a culture of legitimate democratic discourse, such as the one that developed in Japan in the 

aftermath of the Russo-Japanese War. In contrast to the first chapter which focused on the high 

level political developments of government, this chapter will look at how the average person 

experienced government rule.

In Germany there was a vibrant political culture that embraced conflict and often found 

itself at  odds with the wishes of the government. The German Social Democratic Party 

exemplified this culture of resistance. With its socialist politics, the SPD was clearly outside of 

the mainstream of Reichstag politics during the years under Bismarck, but thrived at the local 

level thanks in part to its appeal to the German working class. The party's radical socialist 

politics won the minds of the German working class, but it was the party's ability to mobilize 

support through alternative means that won the hearts of their supporters. The authoritarian arm 

of the national government had officially outlawed socialism for a decade under Bismarck, but 

the SPD grew in spite of this. 

For Japan there is no single organization like the SPD that one can point to as proof of 

the agency of commoners. Instead one must look at the process of democratization in Meiji 

Japan to see how power was fought for from below as well as above. The Jiyuto movement in 

the early 1880s exemplified how rights were fought for prior to the country's first national 



6

elections. Though the movement was first dominated by the increasingly weakened and 

irrelevant samurai, it eventually grew into a legitimate peasant rights movement, albeit a very 

regionalism and localized one. The twentieth century saw the growth of a political system 

where liberals played an important and eventually came to have a voice in government. Though 

the tumultuous 1930s saw a series of military coups and the failure of democracy within Japan, 

this was more an aberration than the pattern in modern Japanese history, which if anything saw 

the government most threatened by peasant revolts more so than ultra nationalist army officers.

What I am arguing then is not so much that Japan and Germany were without 

authoritarian elements to their societies. That was clearly not the case. Rather, what I am 

proposing is an evaluation of the two nations' respective developments without the specter of 

their later failings coloring our judgment of Japan and Germany's emergence as leading world 

powers. For parts of their early histories as modern states, Japan and Germany were not as 

different from the liberal democracies as proponents of the authoritarian modernization thesis 

would suggest. Japan after the death of Emperor Meiji in 1912 became a much more open and 

liberal society. Similarly, Germany enjoyed a period of greater political freedom under Wilhelm 

once Bismarck was dismissed in 1890. Granted, at other points, authoritarian measures 

dominated the public and political sphere, but by no means were Germany and Japan somehow 

predestined to become right wing militarist dictatorships during the 1930s and 1940s. Had 

events turned out differently, Japan and Germany could very well had smoothly developed into 

healthy democratic states and historians would be asking what about Germany and Japan helped 

foster the development of democratic government in the two nations.
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Chapter 1: The Authoritarian Modernization Thesis in Political Development

The political development of Germany has often been demarcated as distinct from that 

of the rest of Western Europe. Where in the liberal democracies of Britain, France, and the 

United States, the bourgeoisie are said to have fiercely resisted subjugation and fought 

vigorously to ensure their rights, the German bourgeoisie have been said to have failed to push 

back hard enough against the aristocracy and monarchy. Because of this, Germany developed 

on a path of authoritarianism that led it down the path of fascism.3 Recent scholarship has 

disputed the intensity and validity of these claims. As another member of the Axis powers, 

Japan may be grouped with Germany as another nation that rejected liberal democracy and 

developed on the path of authoritarianism. Like Germany, Japan had to deal with the competing 

forces of authoritarianism and democracy in government. In this chapter, I aim to examine the 

validity of the authoritarian modernization thesis when applied to the political systems of 

Imperial Germany and Meiji Japan and determine the extent to which these two cases were 

alike.

German Political Development Examined

The structure of the German government and of German political society decades after 

unification has often been portrayed as backwards, pre-industrial, and decidedly anti-

democratic.4 While there are elements of truth in this interpretation of German history, these 

types of interpretations ignore the moves towards democratization that occurred in Germany; 

furthermore, such evaluations of German political history are based around a number of 

assumptions about the nature of traditional liberal democracies that do not hold up favorably 

upon detailed examination. Though Germany during the Second Reich was by no means a 

perfect democracy, it was not an authoritarian dictatorship either. Rather, the institutions of the 

3 Blackbourne and Eley, 39.
4 Ibid., 43-50.
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Kaiser fused elements of both authoritarianism and liberalism into a government that was 

simultaneously democratic but fearful of the radicalism democracy could foster.

Historical Background

The German state's emergence as a leading diplomatic force occurred after a half 

century of struggling with the issue of nationalism. The experience of humiliating military 

conquest and occupation at the hand of Napoleon's France left an indelible mark on the German 

states. The consequences of disunity were apparent to Germans of the period and seemed dire. 

With the Prussian aristocracy displaced, oppressively high monetary demands, and a 

compulsory military service requirement, it is clear why the specter of Napoleonic occupation 

was such a powerful image in the minds of German statesmen in the nineteenth-century. Rich 

and poor alike suffered under French Imperial conquest.5 The creation of a unified Germany 

was needed to prevent any further infringement upon the German states' rights.

The course of German nationalism reflected the trends of the nineteenth century, 

absorbing a variety of influences. In its early stages, nationalism was influenced greatly by the 

Enlightenment, either by co-opting some of its values and rhetoric or by placing itself in 

opposition to the Enlightenment. What is now labeled Romanticism borrowed from the myths 

of the medieval period and emerged as a response to the cold rationalism of the Enlightenment. 

On a more concrete level, these ideologies became the rallying cry of the early German 

nationalist movement, but with the assassination of August von Kotzebue in 1819 and the 

subsequent passing of the Carlsbad decrees, the nationalist project was put on hold, deemed too 

radical and too threatening to the traditional systems of order within the German states. 

Nearly three decades passed without incident, but in 1848 once more the outbreak of 

revolution in France shook up the established order in Europe. Throughout the German states, 

5 Matthew Levinger, Enlightened Nationalism: The Transformation of Prussian Political Culture, 1806-1848 
(Oxford, England: Oxford University Press, 2002), 42-44.
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urban insurrections took place with varying degrees of success. In Vienna, rebels managed to 

drive the Hapsburgs into exile briefly, but were later defeated, with order being restored by 

year's end. In the German Confederation, the much maligned Frankfurt Parliament ventured to 

establish a new more democratic government that would unite Germany, but failed to 

accomplish their stated goals. Divided by ideological and religious differences, they were 

ultimately defeated because of their inability to present a united front against King Friedrich 

Wilhelm IV. While the failings of the Revolution of 1848 are a subject of great debate, they are 

not a topic that can be sufficiently dealt with within the scope of this thesis.

While 1848 was hardly the watershed of German unification that nationalists had hoped 

it would be, led by the military might of Prussia, within a generation a new German nation was 

formed. With Otto von Bismarck acting as the political mastermind, Prussia set out to start a 

series of wars of questionable ethical justification that culminated in the unification of 

Germany. Beginning with a war to annex Schleswig-Holstein, then a war against its chief rival 

for the leadership of the new German state, and finally war with its chief continental rival 

France, Prussia created a new German state not through the peaceful model of German 

brotherhood put forth by romantic nationalists, but through calculated war craft.

Debates about the role of the army played major roles in the writing of the constitution. 

Liberals in the Reichstag understandably wanted a say in the army's affairs, while the army not 

unexpectedly resisted attempts to limit their independence constitutionally. A compromise was 

reached that proved pleasing enough to the parties at the time. The army would indeed enjoy a 

great deal of independence from civilian government by answering only to the Kaiser, but the 

Reichstag would be permitted to vote on its budget every seven years.6 While this may appear 

to be a capitulation of sorts, one must remember that at the time the army had just won a series 

6 Gordon Alexander Craig, The Politics of the Prussian Army, 1640-1945 (New York, New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1955),  222.
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of dramatic wars that culminated in the realization of the German liberal dream of a unified 

state. German liberals had already accomplished what they had devoted their lives to and were 

given significant authority over the army, albeit with some limitations.

 Arguments

One of the key arguments in the authoritarian modernization thesis is that authoritarian 

states lacked a developed and assertive middle class. In the case of Germany, this assumption is 

problematic for a variety of reasons. First, it assumes that the German bourgeoisie was 

somehow less vocal politically than their British or French counterparts. Secondly, it assumes 

that the bourgeoisie of liberal democracies exhibited a greater level of class consciousness and 

assertiveness than they actually did. Thirdly, it is on some level wrong to claim that Germany 

had always been less democratic than their French or British counterparts. At the time of 

Germany's first elections as a unified state, neither France nor Britain allowed as large a 

percentage of their population to vote as Germany.7 Still, the question remains to what extent 

were these voters free from government intimidation.

Because there was no guarantee of a secret ballot in the early elections, Germany's 

ruling elites attempted to influence the citizenry's voting patterns by using the various 

apparatuses of the state. Corruption and coercion were so commonplace that it was often said 

that if they invalidated the results of problematic elections, there would be no deputies in 

parliament.8 Still, one must consider whether this manner of corruption was unique to Germany. 

France's Third Republic was notoriously crooked and American elections prior to the 

Progressive Era were prone to issues of voter fraud and coercion. Critics of Imperial Germany's 

nascent democracy would claim that unlike in liberal democracies with genuine party politics, 

7 Margaret Lavinia Anderson, “Voter, Junker, Landrat, Priest: The Old Authorities and the New Franchise in 
Imperial Germany,” The American Historical Review 98, no. 5 (1993), 1448.

8 Anderson, 1668
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in Germany it was more frequently the forces of a singular authoritarian regime that pressured 

voters into casting ballots in favor of the government, effectively undermining any substantial 

opposition. In other words, corruption was part of a flawed but ultimately democratic system in 

liberal democracies, but in Imperial Germany corruption was a tool for the state to maintain 

control of the populace.

The problem with such arguments is that at least to some extent Germany did have a 

developing political culture complete with opposition parties. In 1871 Germany held its first 

free elections as a unified state. In these elections the incumbent Bismarck government that 

oversaw Germany's rousing success in the Franco-Prussian War received only 57% of the vote.9 

While that is still a healthy majority, it is hardly as thorough an endorsement of a government 

coming off of a decisive victory against a historical enemy as one might expect. If this is what a 

rigged election looks like when circumstances favor the Bismarck regime, one can only 

conclude that attempts to rig elections simply were not all that successful or that perhaps 

elections simply were more free than has previously been assumed.

Furthermore, it is worth noting how voter fraud manifested itself in Germany compared 

to the liberal democracies. In America, violence was frequently used by political elites as a 

means of forcing their will on unwilling voters, but such methods were rarely used by 

Germany's ruling class.10 While this may reflect some cultural aversion to political violence on 

the part of German elites, it may also reflect the difficulty German elites had in imposing their 

their political wills on the urban dwellers. By this point, Germany was one of the most 

industrialized nations in the world. Where in the countryside and peasant villages, political 

coercion from both pro and anti-establishment forces could be more easily enforced, in the 

cities, voters found themselves more freed from the wishes of the nobility. Granted, they were 

9 Ibid., 1658
10 Ibid., 1460
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greeted by a new class of masters, but in cities voters also encountered genuine opposition 

parties.

Capitalism's development in Germany disputes notions about the weakness of the 

German bourgeois. Though early German industrialism on some level was highly state driven 

and state assisted through the creation of the Zollverein, the class of wealthy capitalists the 

Zollverein enabled to exist held great power and influence within the government. As in Britain, 

industrialization also created a middling section of merchants and minor factory owners who 

thrived in the new society. While the Industrial Revolution was undoubtedly a difficult and 

trying process for those living through it at the time, it did herald the creation of an upper class 

who ascended in society through the possession of vast personal wealth rather than through 

hereditary connections.

Germany was moving towards a more active democratic society in the years before the 

outbreak of the First World War. Political organizations for a variety causes sprung up after the 

repeal of the oppressive anti-socialist laws in 1890. Socialist parties were as expected among 

the first to form, but with Bismarck's dismissal, feminist, Catholic, and even rural peasant 

societies formed in order to forward their political agendas. Where in the era of Bismarck, voter 

turnout lingered around 50%, by 1912 voters turnout had reached more than 90%.11 It may be 

possible to speak of Germany under Bismarck as a strongly authoritarian state, but in the 

decades after the kaiser dismissed him, Germany was clearly on a different and more 

democratic course.

Militarism's role in German politics is a complicated issue. Though undoubtedly the 

military a held great deal of immunity from criticism from the civilian sphere, one cannot 

ignore the active and healthy debates about the military's budget. Though the military's budget 

11 David Blackbourn, “The Politics of Demagogy in Imperial Germany,” Past & Present no. 113 (1986), 158
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was voted only once every seven years, a compromise that satisfied both the military's desire 

for independence from the civilian government and the Reichstag's desire to have a measure of 

real power over Germany's incredibly important army, when the budget was voted on, it was 

frequently a period of enormous political debate in the Reichstag.12 So while the military did 

possess a degree of immunity from the normal legislative interference that military systems in 

liberal democracies had to deal with, this was by no means a one party military dictatorship like 

those of the fascist regimes of the mid-twentieth century.

Germany's government during the first decades of its existence had a number of fairly 

authoritarian features that worked to hinder the development of a truly democratic system, the 

most prominent of which was its Chancellor Otto von Bismarck. Bismarck is a somewhat 

controversial figure in German history, with the effects of his time in office still very much a 

matter of debate. Though his work to create a unified German state satisfied the ultimate desire 

of liberal nationalism, he did so by disenfranchising and weakening his political opponents, 

often operating outside the law to get what he wanted. He was very much an effective diplomat 

and political leader, but he conceded only what was absolutely necessary to his liberal foes as a 

means of achieving his wider political goals.

Bismarck oversaw the systematic oppression of a number of groups seen as threatening 

to his cause, most prominently Catholics and Socialists. Kulturkampf, the programs taken 

against Catholics under Bismarck, were created out of a perceived need for cultural uniformity 

within the borders of German Empire and as a way to enforce German culture onto minority 

groups like the Poles living within the Empire. The Anti-Socialist laws instituted under 

Bismarck represented the sort of prejudices held by most Europeans during the nineteenth 

century, though the point remains that most European countries were not creating legal codes 

12 Craig, 249.
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outright outlawing certain political views. Still, time would prove Bismarck's attempts at 

suppressing Catholic and Socialist political organization ineffective, as the Catholic Centre 

Party and German Social Democratic Party would become major forces in German politics for 

the remainder of the Second Reich.

The history of the German Empire is not merely the history of a single man. Though the 

years under Bismarck undoubtedly were marred by his heavy-handed reactionary policies, the 

decades after Bismarck's dismissal saw the emergence of a more healthy German democracy 

than had been seen up to that point. The rise of a true multiparty state during the years after 

Bismarck refute the popularly held notion that Germany had always been an overly 

authoritarian state.

The Catholic Centre Party owes its existence largely to the culture of anti-clericalism 

created by Bismarck's Kulturkampf. Past attempts at creating Catholic political parties to defend 

the German Catholic minority's interests had been attempted, such as the Catholic Party formed 

in the Prussian legislature in 1852, but none had ever managed to make much progress. Though 

official Church doctrine would advise against alliances with left wing groups like the SPD 

believing that such alliances would do little to weaken anti-Catholic prejudice in Germany, the 

Catholic Centre Party did not bend to the will of the political right. It sided with the SPD on 

issues such as the limitation of military spending and made concerted efforts to separate itself 

from the traditional more conservative Catholic parties that had existed in the past.13 Still, the 

Catholic Centre party was very much a moderate party compared to the SPD.

The German Social Democratic Party was one of the most successful political parties in 

the Second Reich. Like the Catholic Centre Party, the SPD emerged from a history of legalized 

government oppression of their cause, but where the Catholic Centre Party was fairly modest 

13 David Blackbourn, “The Political Alignment of the Centre Party in Wilhemine Germany: A Study of the Party's 
Emergence in Nineteenth Century Württemburg,” The Historical Journal 18, no. 4 (1975), 823.
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and reformist in its aims, the SPD was outright revolutionary in its early stages, advocating the 

creation of a socialist society. Though the SPD faced brutal legal suppression, by the time of 

Bismarck's dismissal, the party had actually prospered and grown into one of the leading parties 

in the Reichstag, but they did so by undertaking a different course than the Catholic Centre 

Party. Where the Centre Party chose to resist the urge to soften its stance in the face of 

government reprisal, the SPD softened its message at least at its highest levels. 

The perception that Germany was ultimately a very authoritarian state is not without 

justification. The years under Bismarck were defined by political repression and limitations 

placed upon liberty. The situation becomes complicated by the fact that this repression helped to 

create some of the most long lasting and successful organizations within the German political 

system. Political parties holding beliefs once considered to be antithetical to all that Germany 

stood for would later help define the state's policies. This is not the ideal course for the 

development of opposition parties in democracies, but the results ultimately end up resembling 

quite closely how a liberal democracy functions.

Japanese Political Development Examined

Japan's political development in the nineteenth-century both confirms and disputes 

preconceived notions of Meiji Japan as an authoritarian state where political and civil rights 

were limited. While by no means was Japan truly democratic in the sense that England, France, 

and the United States were, such comparisons contain a number of biased assumptions about 

the nature of western liberal democracies; furthermore, Japan had many of the features of 

western democracies and at points appeared to be well on the path of democratization, but these 

moves towards democracy tended to be kept in check by elements of authoritarianism. 

Nonetheless, the extent to which Japan resembled a modern liberal democracy depends largely 

on the era one speaks of. 
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Historical Background

The rebellion against the Tokugawa Shogunate in 1867-68 reflects the decidedly 

oligarchical nature of the Meiji Restoration. Japan's revolution came not from the 

disenfranchised middle class, but rather from the disaffected samurai class who saw their 

power, influence, and prestige fall rapidly over the last decades of the Tokugawa Shogunate. 

With Japan largely closed off from foreign interference and domestic stability on the mainland, 

the samurai had become obsolete as the leaders of Japan's military and enforcers of the 

traditional order. By and large, the Meiji Restoration was a conflict between two elite factions 

not over ideology but over fairly materialist matters. The samurai of the Choshu and Satsuma 

saw their wealth and status dramatically decrease during the final decades of the Tokugawa 

Shogunate and saw revolution as the only way to maintain their elite status.

In addition to these material desires, the samurai who chose revolt over subservience to 

the Tokugawa Shogunate recognized and reviled the increasing presence of foreigners on the 

island. With the landing of Admiral Perry in 1853 and the signing of the Treaty of Kanagawa a 

year later, Japan's relatively secure place in the world was threatened. They faced the 

humiliation of having to accept foreign occupation. Foreign influence was particularly 

humiliating to a nation that had pictured itself as the pinnacle of civilization and had imagined 

outsiders as barbarians.14 One of the most damaging facets of the unequal treaties that Japan 

was forced into signing was that unruly foreigners who were arrested were to be tried by their 

respective consulates rather than in the Japanese legal system, which made it all too clear that 

the West saw Japan as uncivilized.

The Meiji Restoration is unique in that it was not a revolution made for any ideological 

purposes, but for the pragmatic goal of keeping Japan free from foreign domination and 

14 Kenneth Henshall, A History of Japan: From Stone Age to Superpower, (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1999) 
70.
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allowing it to compete in the world, economically and militarily. Where as other revolutions 

either began or evolved into having a large ideological element to them, Japan's remained 

surprisingly materialist. This becomes apparent in the course that the Meiji oligarchs took over 

the ensuing decades.

Arguments

The Meiji government's domestic policies create a picture of a state straddling the line 

between authoritarianism and some form of early democracy. As a general pattern, the 

government would pass laws restricting civil liberties in some way while simultaneously 

forwarding legislation that would expand democratic rights, such as in 1875 when the 

government passed laws restricting freedom of speech but then agreed to form a national 

assembly and established the forerunner of Japan's Supreme Court. In 1880, the government 

passed a law placing restrictions on public meetings and banning political involvement of those 

employed as police officers or teachers, but also allowed the formation of Japan's first major 

political parties, the Rikken Kaishinto and Jiyuto.15 The Meiji government had to struggle with 

slowly easing the Japanese people into less authoritarian form of government while moving the 

process along quickly enough so as not to arouse criticism from the West about the 

backwardness of their government. Japan's goal was to move towards democracy, but to do so 

at a safe and reasonable rate.

The most important government document before the writing of the Meiji Constitution 

was the Charter Oath. Issued in 1868 after the completion of the revolution, it consisted of five 

points: the public discussion of “all matters”, the participation of all classes in the 

administration of the new government, freedom for all people to pursue their preferred 

occupations, the abandoning of all “evil customs of the past”, and the seeking of knowledge 

15 Henshall, 90.
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throughout the world to strengthen the nation. In addition, the Oath's preamble promised the 

public a constitution, though it failed to indicate when such a document would be issued.16 The 

Charter Oath serves as an example of the internal contradictions of the modern Japanese state. 

On one hand, it was a government that claimed commitment to Enlightenment values of 

personal freedom and some civil liberties, while at the same time being deliberately nebulous 

about when the rights were to be made official. It is a decidedly forward looking document 

made in response to the foreign threat, but delineates the need to seek wisdom from the 

barbarians the Meiji Restoration served to expel. The Oath cites the need for class distinctions 

to be eliminated and seems to imply meritocracy, but such administrative reforms were not 

quick to be implemented. It frames itself in the language of Enlightenment discourse of natural 

rights, but was written at the behest of an emperor advised by a team of officials who were 

appointed from the aristocracy. Though the goal is supposed to some form of western style 

democracy, the road seems to involve heavy doses of high handed legislation from above.

The process of writing and ratifying a constitution for Meiji Japan further complicates 

notions of Japan as a thoroughly authoritarian state. On the most basic level, the constitution is 

fundamentally non-democratic, as it was written in secret over the course of several years by a 

group of Meiji elites whose primary concerns were the maintenance of the status quo and who 

likely saw the constitution as a formality meant to assuage both the international community 

and Japanese citizenry's fears that Japan was on the path of despotism. In that regard, it is a 

fairly undemocratic document, but it begs the question that if it was produced for the sole 

purpose of ameliorating concerns about the direction the Japanese government was taken, why 

did it take so long to write? If this was merely a meaningless piece of paper meant to quell 

rebellious commoners, then it could have been produced practically overnight, but it was not, 

16 Ibid., 76.
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indicating that there was something of a genuine political debate going on. The more cynical 

argument would be that it might have taken so long so as to close any potential legal loopholes 

in the document's verbiage.

Japan's constitution undoubtedly reflects the deeply conservative views of the cabal who 

wrote it. The Meiji constitution differs from many modern European constitutions in that it did 

not attempt to validate its existence through traditional discourses about natural rights; rather, 

the Japanese constitution was presented as a gift from the emperor. Cabinet members were 

responsible not to the Diet, but to the emperor.17 In actuality the emperor exercised little 

practical authority over the nation's political affairs, but the fact that the basis of Japan's new 

government was this mostly symbolic figure lends credence to the arguments of those who 

would claim that the Meiji government was strongly anti-democratic.

Despite the authoritarian underpinnings of the Meiji constitution, there were clear 

elements of liberal democracy or republicanism in Japan's new government. Similar to Great 

Britain, Japan had a bicameral legislature with an elected and an appointed house. The elected 

house still was elected by only a minority of Japan's men of voting age, but represented a move 

towards democratization. Surprisingly to the Meiji oligarchs who had assumed the Diet would 

simply bend to their wishes, the Diet exerted a great deal of autonomy and demonstrated 

legitimate political power, exercising its right to write and pass laws as well as to veto or 

approve the national budget.18 While the Diet was strictly forbidden from interfering in the 

military's affairs, this hole in the body's political authority did not become problematic until 

1936 when the military seized control of the civilian government.

It would be foolhardy to describe the Meiji government as democratic. Though there 

17 Andrew Gordon, A Modern History of Japan: From Tokugawa Times to the Present, (Oxford University Press: 
New York, 2003) 91.

18 Henshall, 91.
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were burgeoning elements of democracy in institutions like the Diet, it is important to note that 

until 1928, only 2% of Japan's population had a voice in the electoral process. While it took 

some time for a more complete democratic system to develop in Japan, the features of Western 

style liberal democracy were taking hold in the decades preceding the institution of universal 

male suffrage. Japan was not a single party state where a single political group dominated all 

political discourse; rather, Japan had a true party politics system where there was a genuine 

debate about relevant issues of the day. Discussions about expanding the electorate, creating 

labor laws, and the standard sorts of budget issues expected of a legislature occurred initially. 

This was not supposed to be the case. On the day following the proclamation of the 

Constitution, prime minister Kuroda Kyotaka declared, “The Government must always 

steadfastly transcend and stand apart from political parties.”19 Still, a statement like that 

discouraging partisanship from creeping into a young government echoes the sentiments 

expressed in American President George Washington's farewell address, so there is precedent 

for such sentiments being used for the purposes of promoting a more democratic style of 

government. Divisive partisanship colored early political discussions in the years immediately 

before and after the ratification of Japan's constitution. But it was not partisanship in the way it 

is often imagined in European politics. Distinctions such as liberal and conservative serve little 

purpose in describing the sides of Japanese politics during the late Meiji period; rather the 

problems of traditionalism and modernity are more useful lenses of analysis. Even these labels 

become difficult to strictly assign as time goes on. Early in the Meiji period, there are genuine 

traditionalists who disagree with the direction of Japan's modernization project. It is important 

to note that during this period the concept of modernity is largely divorced from political 

ideology. The project of rationalizing the bureaucratic offices of the Meiji government 

19 Junji Banno, The Establishment of the Japanese Constitutional System, (Routledge: New York, 1992) 1.
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illustrates how Japan's process of modernization does not necessarily imply any commitment to 

a particular set of beliefs. 

On the side of modernity were parties such as the Jichito, who saw modernity as the 

only true way to revise the unequal systems of treaties between Japan and the west. What 

modernity meant is a matter of interpretation. To enemies of these modernizing movements, it 

meant slavish devotion to even the pettiest aspects of Europeanization like the adoption of 

western styles of dress and a defacto admission of Japan's social, cultural, political, and 

economic backwardness, but to the modernizers, it meant the construction of roads, bridges, and 

railroad lines and a government capable of efficiently administering the entire nation. 

Traditionalists then were those who rejected the expected notions of modernity, but the 

movement took on many forms and involved more than an opposition to another set of values. 

In the years prior to the ratification of the Constitution, a party that in the American tradition 

might be labeled populist formed. Led by Minister of Agriculture and Commerce Tani Tateki, 

the Japan Club promoted military spending and vilified the career bureaucrats and politicians of 

the Diet while putting forth an idealized type of government run by both the Emperor and his 

subjects. Tateki espoused some genuinely democratic ideals, such as freedom of speech and of 

the press, but just as vigorously despised the petty politicians of his time for “dressing their 

wives in Western clothes” in a vain attempt to win over the West. This was not a movement that 

imagined itself as traditionalist, but rather one that saw its modernist opponents as representing 

merely the illusion of civilization and enlightenment.20 Tateki then represents an element of 

Japanese society that rejected Westernization, but not necessarily the entirety of the Meiji 

Restoration project of modernity.

Though the early years were defined by contentious party politics, there were periods 

20 Junji, 23.
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where a single party dominated. From 1900 to the emperor's death in 1912, the liberal minded 

Seiyukai party dominated national politics, but with the death of the Meiji emperor and the 

crowning of the new Taisho emperor, a new two party political order took hold. Still, it must be 

noted that despite the emergence of party politics and the features of a modern liberal 

democracy, this was still a state that was led by and represented the interests of a very small 

minority of Japan's population.

Ignored thus far in this discussion has been the role the common folk of Japan played in 

political life. While it is true that they lacked an official representative voice in government 

until more than a half century after the Meiji Restoration, citizens displayed an enthusiasm for 

governance and the prospects of a new constitution that typically has not been attributed to the 

historically downtrodden and disenfranchised commoners of Japan. This enthusiasm showed 

itself through the creation of local political parties within the early decades of the new Meiji 

Regime.

While the leaders of Meiji Japan's government were undoubtedly deeply conservative 

and feared greatly empowering the “stupid commoners” who inhabited the lower rungs of 

Japan's society, to portray Japan during this period as an authoritarian state in which resistance 

to the government and outward displays of a desire for increased political participation was 

nonexistent does not do justice to the plethora of organizations and movements that took hold 

over the 1870s and 1880s. The mythologized and exaggerated Japan of World War II era 

popular culture where every peasant was wholeheartedly invested and devoted to the Japanese 

Empire took decades to build. The nationalist project in Japan illustrates the extent to which 

Japan had some democratic underpinnings in its modern authoritarian state.

In order to create a unified Japanese identity, the leaders believed that massive 

educational reforms were needed. The trope of the “stupid commoner” had long dominated 
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Japanese political discourse, and after witnessing the extent to which Japan had fallen behind 

the West, the leaders of the Meiji government saw compulsory universal education of the 

peasantry as a chief priority and one of the only ways Japan was going to be able to catch up 

and keep pace with the West. The peasantry initially resisted government attempts to force 

education upon them21, but the government made concerted efforts to win over and 

propagandize to the peasantry. The Imperial Rescript on Education (1890) outlined the purpose 

education was meant to serve, namely service and obedience both to the state and one's family. 

Copies of it were enshrined in classrooms and schoolhouses throughout Japan and became 

imbued with sacredness, with stories of school teachers running back into burning schools to 

save pictures of the emperor and the Rescript serving as examples of loyalty and duty to 

authority figures. The document itself was an odd mix of traditional Confucian emphasis of 

familial relations and European style service to the state and demonstrated the value systems the 

Meiji state was attempting to tap into.

Comparison

The formative experiences that created the circumstances for the creation of the modern 

German and Japanese states bear examination. Both experienced existential crises that created a 

perceived need for a new central government. In the case of Germany, the disparate German 

states experienced brutal Napoleonic occupation and saw the need to unite in the name of 

defense. For Japan, a similar event occurred when in 1853 Commodore Matthew Perry sailed 

into Tokyo Bay and forced the isolationist Tokugawa state into contact with the West. Both 

states then were born in times of immense existential crisis. To some extent, both were forced 

into existence by the threat of foreign domination. Similarly, both contemporaneously 

developed along arguably more authoritarian paths, paths where social change was largely state 

21 Gordon, 84.
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directed and paths where dissent was suppressed whenever it reared its head.

While it may seem obvious, the fact that Germany and Japan came into being as the 

result of the unification of a series of smaller independent kingdoms warrants mentioning, in 

part because it can account at least to some extent for the perceived failings of liberalism within 

the two states. In the German case, the primary goal of liberalism in its early stages was not the 

acquisition of the rights that liberal democracies like the United States and Great Britain had 

assured their citizens, but rather the project of unification.22 While in retrospect, the 

compromises and backtracking German liberals made with Bismarck during the process of 

writing the constitution may be seen as an acquiescence of sorts, at the time liberals must have 

seen them as having achieved as much as any political movement in centuries. While liberalism 

did not have as storied a lineage in Japan as it did in Germany, nonetheless, given the scattered 

nature of daimyos in pre-Meiji Japan, the creation of a modern state capable of competing on a 

world stage with the Western powers would have been an aspiration comparable to unification 

in Germany.

The bourgeoisie played differing roles in the development of the modern German and 

Japanese states. Germany's drive to unification found its roots in the bourgeois student 

movements of the post- Napoleonic world order. Students from around the fractured German 

states came together in the newly formed universities of Prussia and came to see themselves 

united by language and a common desire for a unified state capable of repelling foreign 

invaders. In the case of Japan, there simply was not as developed a middle class as there had 

been in Germany, at least at the beginning of the Meiji Restoration. Where German unification 

occurred after a half century of growing public support for a unified German state from a fairly 

22 Geoff Eley, “Putting German (and Britain) into Context: Liberalism, Europe, and the Bourgeoisie,” in 
Transformations: Comparative Study of Social Transformations (Ann Arbor, Michigan: University of Michigan 
Press), 17
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wide spectrum of Germans, the Meiji Restoration, put in the most cynical of terms, happened 

because a group of disaffected nobles decided that a new government would better serve their 

interests than the current government, which had given into the demands of western invaders.

Both Japan and Germany to a large extent were shaped in their nascent stages of 

modernity by highly personalized autocratic regimes led by strong willed politicians. In 

Germany, Otto von Bismarck seized the reins of the young German government and, with the 

blessings of a cooperative Kaiser Wilhelm I, molded it how he saw fit. Similarly, Ito Hirobumi 

took an active role in the formation Japan's government. While Ito did not exhibit the same 

degree of autonomy as Bismarck, his influence can be seen both in the role prime ministers 

came to have in the decades to come and in the constitution, which Ito carefully oversaw the 

writing of. While Bismarck was a figure who embraced and accepted a role that lent itself to 

historians mythologizing him, Ito exerted his influence largely behind the scenes. 

While the machinations of Ito and Bismarck give credence to accusations of despotism 

with Japan and Germany, the failures of constitutionalism in the early governments of both 

nations also illustrate the weaknesses of the democratic processes within Germany and Japan. 

Largely because of Ito and his cohorts' influence, Meiji Japan operated without a written 

constitution for decades, assuring the citizens that in due time a constitution would be written. 

Of course, given the comparatively less developed bourgeois middle class in Japan, it is not 

unsurprising that this was allowed to continue for as long as it did. Germany managed to bind 

itself to a constitution earlier, but has garnered much more of a reputation, not wholly 

undeserved, of suppressing liberal dissent within its borders. Liberal opposition made itself 

known and heard early on the constitutional process, but was overwhelmed by Bismarck's 

coalition.

The governments in both Japan and Germany end up having similar relationships with 
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their military systems. Both featured armies commanded by a General Staff that were almost 

completely outside of the control of the civilian sphere. Where the two differ is more a matter of 

militarism's history within the respective nations in question. Germany was unified through a 

series of dramatic and wildly successful wars against foreign enemies. Japan was united 

through the violent overthrow of an increasingly ineffective regime by a frustrated aristocracy. 

Both came to value the contributions of their various military establishments, but it was not 

until the turn of the century that Japan could look to its successes against Russia and China and 

imagine itself as a nation forged through its military might.

Conclusion

Japan and Germany emerged into the modern world as nations in flux, with features of 

both authoritarianism and liberalism in their political systems. Ultimately, when speaking of the 

prevalence of authoritarianism within either state, the period one speaks of matters most. Early 

in the lives of both the German Empire and Meiji Japan, both states tended to favor heavily 

authoritarian styles of government as a way of suppressing potentially threatening ideologies in 

the most vulnerable period of state construction. But as each state felt more secure in its control 

over domestic affairs, the need to tightly manage civil liberties reduced and the state's hold over 

political life loosened. By 1914 both Japan and Germany were not significantly more 

authoritarian in how their governments operated than were most liberal democracies. There 

were undoubtedly still authoritarian features of the early government in both Japan and 

Germany, but the growth of democracy within Japan and Germany should not be ignored. 

Though both nations would fall victim to the rise of fascism in the 1930s, what should be clear 

is that such a course was not inevitable and represented a move away from the patterns of 

government that had ruled Japan and Germany for generations prior.
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Chapter 2: Militarism, Authoritarianism, and Modernity

The empires of Japan and Germany have garnered reputations of wanton militarism, 

frequently at the cost of civil liberties. While there is an extent to which this reputation is 

justified, it fails to do justice not merely to the civilian sectors of society, but also the extent to 

which the military served as a progressive and modernizing force for the two nations. While the 

militarist bent to the German and Japanese governments proved costly in the long run to the 

preservation of the peaceful and stable democratic state, the failures of democratic government 

in Japan and Germany were not a matter of historical inevitability. Though the military deserves 

a share of the blame for the failure of democracy in Germany and Japan prior to the Second 

World War, a martial culture coexisted peacefully alongside a reasonably vibrant and developed 

tradition of civilian opposition for decades prior to the military coup in Japan and the rise of 

Nazism in Germany. Though the histories of Germany and Japan since 1870 have been 

characterized largely by their militarism, such has been the case in much of the Western world. 

Singling out Japan and Germany for the failures of the diplomatic norms of their era serves to 

reinforce a broader narrative of a single monolithic path to democratic modernity.

The History of German Militarism

German militarism has its roots in the rise of Prussia in the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries. Though separated by the vast gulf of time, it was Prussia that would spearhead the 

project of unification during the nineteenth century. The state of Prussia was born out of the 

havoc and chaos of the Thirty Years War, as Friedrich Wilhelm the Great Elector established the 

groundwork for the modern Prussian state by creating one of Europe's first standing armies. 

Though by no means was this an army on the numerical or organizational scale of 

Revolutionary France's or nineteenth century Prussia's, it nonetheless had many of the features 

of what would come to characterize the Prussian army, with a more centralized state 
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bureaucracy with a sort of General Staff at its head.23 Incomplete as the Great Elector's reforms 

were, they represented a step in the direction of modernity for the Prussian army. This process 

of centralization, modernization, and militarization were continued under the regimes of Kings 

Friedrich Wilhelm I and Frederick the Great, under whom Prussia saw itself rise to the pinnacle 

of the European order despite numerical and material inferiority to its Austrian and French 

counterparts.

The Great Elector's successor Friedrich Wilhelm I established a number of policies that 

contributed heavily to Prussia's militarist reputation. The Prussian king used the army as a 

means of centralizing the whole of the state's bureaucracy by making military service a defacto 

obligation for men living in his kingdom. Distinctions between classes of course remained, but 

men regardless of social standing participated in the Prussian military. Peasants were pressed 

into military service under the revolutionary canton system that allowed the rapid creation of an 

army relatively free of the need for mercenary involvement, while the Prussian nobility, the 

Junkers, were placed into the officer corps. The inclusion of the aristocracy into this new 

military order solidified Friedrich Wilhelm's control over the state by allowing Prussia's many 

lesser nobles to ascend through the military, all whilst owing their station in life to the king. 

Where in places like France for much of its modern history, the conflict between the crown and 

nobility could often threaten the stability of the state, Friedrich Wilhelm tamed his Junkers by 

making them reliant upon him.24 Despite the rapid militarization that occurred in Prussia during 

the mid-seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, Prussia was seemingly paradoxically a 

relatively peaceful state that had avoided involvement in foreign wars during its period of 

modernization. This changed under the leadership of Frederick the Great, who burst onto the 

world scene by declaring war on Austria and winning the province of Silesia in dramatic 

23 Craig, 5-7
24 Ibid., 9-12.
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fashion. 

Though new territories and tremendous glory were won in the war against Austria, one 

must examine the costs at which Prussia achieved its victory. Though much was asked of the 

nobility in Prussian society, they received much in return, in the form of honors and 

recognition. In the Prussian state, the king wore the same military adornments as any other 

officer, save for the generals. There was an assumption of, if not equality, at the very least 

reciprocity between the king and the nobility. The martial culture of Prussia undoubtedly 

subordinated the needs of the peasantry to the ambitions of the state. This was perhaps Europe's 

first truly national army, in that it relied mostly on the contributions of those within its borders 

to function. Though the Prussian army was among the first true national armies, it worked 

despite deep divisions within it. The nobility imagined themselves almost racially as being of 

superior blood to the peasants they commanded into battle, though this was the case in most 

European armies at the time and not just Prussia's and could be interpreted as self-preserving 

myth of superiority. In contrast with the petty and conniving peasantry, the nobility were 

imagined as possessing the necessary moral qualities of duty to state and honor necessary to 

command the king's army.25 

But is this imagining of the military being an instrument of preserving the traditional 

class divisions between aristocracy and peasantry unique to the Prussian case? One would be 

hard pressed to make such an argument given the history of class centric elitism in eighteenth 

century Europe. France's army during the eighteenth century was hampered by the aristocracy's 

incompetence, reaching that point in large part because French aristocratic officers imagined 

themselves as being above the administrative duties necessary to effectively manage a modern 

army and delegated such jobs to lesser officers, a problem that Prussia managed to elude.26 

25 Ibid., 16.
26 Russell F. Weigley, The Age of Battles: The Quest for Decisive Warfare from Breitenfeld to Waterloo 
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Prussia's problems with class within the military tended to be more in how the officer corps was 

structured. Though the distinctions between men of different rank were in theory weakened by 

the uniformity of dress between even the lowliest officer and the King, these bonds of martial 

brotherhood were built by distinguishing the officers as chivalrous warriors in the medieval 

tradition in contrast to the commoners.27 Though the Prussian military system was dominated by 

classism, it was not ultimately not unique in this regard.

Though the army played a key role in the rise of the Prussian state and in its 

modernization, as time went on, the army stood as the chief obstacle to modernization. Before 

the collapse of France's Ancien Regime, Prussia seemed to be a model for modernity. Its 

disciplined and effective army was the envy of European monarchs. How could someone alive 

at the time argue that the militarism that defined Prussia could also be detrimental to its growth? 

The weakness of the Prussian system is that it fostered stagnation. The army's aristocratic 

officer corps was dependent on having the ability to press the peasantry into military service at 

a moment's notice. This was a society that operated under the assumption that the ruling class 

ruled because they were the only class morally fit to govern. These pillars upon which Prussia 

was built helped contribute to the state's downfall in the Napoleonic Wars. When the only class 

invested in the continued existence of the state is the aristocracy and when all other classes exist 

basically to serve the interests of the state, there is a great degree of apathy among the 

underclasses. The underclasses owed no real allegiance to the old regime in Prussia, so when a 

new authoritarian regime took over in 1806, it should come as no surprise that Napoleon's 

armies were greeted with open arms in towns all over Prussia.28

The expulsion of Napoleon's empire from Prussia became a galvanizing point for the 

(Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1991), 258.
27 Weigley, 128, 129.
28 Ibid., 21.
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Prussian state and spurred reforms that would bring Prussia into modernity, at least to an extent. 

An entire class of aristocrats banded together and initiated a number of reforms in education, 

government, and the military. The Stein-Hardenberg reforms abolished serfdom as well as 

weakening the guild system, opening avenues for the development of industry by encouraging 

emigration from the countryside to the cities and allowing progressive minded entrepreneurs to 

pursue their interests free of the restrictions of guild monopolies.29 In the field of education, 

Europe's first modern research university was opened in Berlin in 1810. The military saw the 

creation and streamlining of a more professionalized general staff, albeit in its infant stages 

during the Napoleonic Wars. Meritocratic reforms were key to the rise of Revolutionary 

France's army and were applied in Prussia so that it could keep pace. Though hereditary 

officership still dominated much of the Prussian officer corps, a growing number of non-

aristocratic officers emerged because of their skills demonstrated during their education. Officer 

candidates from both the nobility and middle classes were educated about military history and 

tactics together at the same academies, with the most qualified candidate receiving promotion.30 

But before long men of common upbringing would adopt the habits of their aristocratic 

companions.

Key to modern understandings of Prussia during the early nineteenth century, and more 

broadly the whole of Germany, is the idea that the tremendous social and political revolution 

that occurred in response to Napoleon came from above, meaning that it was the will of 

aristocracy and the ruling classes that brought modernity to Prussia and not the collective action 

of the lower classes. The reforms of this era set the stage for the century to come. Though men 

like Stein, Hardenberg, and Scharnhorst forwarded innovative policies that would create a more 

equitable society, they were not democratically elected and were acting with the interests of the 

29 Ibid., 41.
30 Weigley, 460.
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centralized state and not the citizenry in mind. The expansion of liberty came as a last resort and 

ultimately was severely limited. It was undoubtedly an act of desperation on the part of the 

Prussian ruling class, witnessing how the old regime crumbled so quickly under the weight of a 

truly national army led by a once in a generation caliber general in Napoleon Bonaparte.

Though these reforms were forced upon the Prussian citizenry and are by definition 

more entrenched in the practices of authoritarian regimes, the results of the Napoleonic era 

reforms set the stage for a much more open and democratic society within the German states. 

Though crisis forced the hand of the ruling class into loosening their grip upon the peasantry 

and middle classes, the common folk in the German states embraced this brief window of 

opportunity and asserted themselves in the political sphere.

There is a tendency among some to dismiss Prussia's militarist slant as the workings of a 

right wing authoritarian state and to ignore the role that liberal-minded members of the middle 

class had in the consolidation of the Prussian state. Certainly during the time of Bismarck's 

chancellorship of Prussia, liberals were frequently dismissed by those on the right as weak 

willed and incapable of defending the state. Still, there persisted a national myth in Prussia 

celebrating the prominent role that the Landwehr, the less professionalized and more liberal 

Prussian national guard, played in the liberation of Prussia from Napoleonic control. The army 

crisis in parliament during the early 1860s was centered around the fitness of those outside of 

the military establishment to effectively serve. When minister Albrecht von Roon came to 

discuss the issue of increased funding for the army, liberals responded by citing the example of 

the Landwehr, to which Roon retorted that this growing complexity of war necessitated a truly 

professional army, not mere militiamen. Even the great Prussian strategist Carl von Clausewitz, 

a man considered to be something of a liberal in his own time, was cited as emphasizing the 
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need for the army to incorporate the passions of the people into war efforts.31

Circumstance drove Prussia to be much more open to innovation and more committed to 

pragmatism than one might expect of a state that has frequently been labeled as pseudo-feudal 

in some parts of its society and government. Prior to the military successes of the 1860s and 

1870s, Prussia was seen by the powers of Western Europe as a disunified cultural and political 

backwater, dominated by its insular caste of Junkers. Though Prussia did manage to drive 

Napoleon's army out of its borders, its conduct prior to this and even during the defeat of 

Napoleon did not demand much respect from the great powers of Europe.32 Eager to change this 

perception and to expand its power and influence, specifically compared to the Hapsburg 

Empire, Prussia set out on a course to better itself through war.

Helmut von Moltke, one of the chief military architects of Prussia's plans for war, saw 

how important an efficient system of railroads would be in Prussia's future success on the 

battlefield. He knew this primarily because of his position in the Prussian General Staff's 

railroad bureau, recognizing this years before the wars of unification because of Prussia's 

humiliation at the hands of Austria during an 1850 potential military crisis. In this incident, 

known as the “humiliation of Olmutz,” Prussia was forced to back in large part because it 

lacked the developed railroad system needed to rapidly transport troops to the front to repel the 

Austrian invaders.33

The wars of unification provided a true testing ground for Prussia's new modern army. 

As the foremost military and industrial power in the German states, Prussia demonstrated its 

military might by winning a series of wars over the course of the 1860s and early 1870s, each 

against a foe more powerful than the previous. Though history seems to imagine this period as 

31 Geoffrey Wawro, Warfare and Society in Europe, 1792-1914 (New York, New York: Routledge, 2000), 76.
32 Wawro 73-74.
33 Ibid., 80.
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being one dominated by a monolithic Prussia, the inner workings of Prussian politics dispute 

notions of the unity of militarism. The wars of unification occurred with a backdrop of great 

political strife and change within Prussia. The Danes were felled in 1864 thanks in no small 

part to Prussia's embrace of technological innovations as well as brilliant infantry tactics 

devised by Helmut von Moltke. The Prussian infantry were equipped with a new repeating rifle 

known as the Needlegun, which could fire five times as fast as the rifles of yesteryear. This 

rapid rate of fire coupled with the somewhat ramshackle makeup of the thousands of conscripts 

in the Prussian army could have spelled doom for the Prussians in battle if only because soldiers 

would eagerly unload their supply of ammunition, but Moltke's men were allowed to march in 

looser formations and operate with a far greater degree of tactical independence than other 

armies in Europe at the time, who still tended to favor the Napoleonic style of battle.34 What can 

be seen in Prussia's successes in the wars of unification is a commitment to being on the cutting 

edge of warfare. This commitment led Prussia to undertake a series of policies that seem if not 

egalitarian, at least more trusting in the competence of the individual soldier. Though some 

historians have painted Prussia as stagnant, the Prussian military's steadfast commitment to 

remaining among the leading military powers of Europe forced it to embrace more modern 

forms of military organization, which meant that in at least some areas Prussia was actually 

more meritocratic and forward thinking than any European military at the time. Granted, this is 

par for the course in the history of Prussian militarism, but for the period in question in 

particular, Prussia's modernity in this field is especially effective as a response to the 

authoritarian modernization thesis.

The modern German army's reputation for undue brutality towards dissenting soldiers 

has endured through history and gives fuel to those who would argue that Germany's martial 

34 Ibid., 85.
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culture trapped its people into a pre-modern way of life. During the latter half of the nineteenth 

century, there were innumerable accounts of abuse and cruelty from officers towards 

disobedient soldiers, but if Germany was as brutal and authoritarian as often claimed, on must 

wonder why the government seemed to place such an emphasis on recording instances of 

abuse? This would indicate that there was a widespread knowledge of these abuses and 

recognition of the immorality of these actions. Germany was not as uncaring and authoritarian a 

regime as one might think. Officers were held accountable for their crimes, albeit with some 

severe limitations. Abusive officers could be reprimanded for their misdeeds and the high 

command frequently warned of the ultimate ineffectiveness of cruelty towards conscripts, 

claiming that one could hardly expect soldiers to unquestioningly follow their tormentors into 

battle.35 Still, this line of reasoning suggests that the German army's main goal was much more 

based in a commitment to pragmatism than an ideological devotion to what is right and lends 

credence to assertions that the German Empire was more prone to bouts of authoritarianism 

than its liberal democratic counterparts. Regardless, most armies of the armies in the Western 

world would likely have suffered from these same issues of abuse, as this is merely a symptom 

of the culture of the military men  during the period. 

Authoritarian imaginings of modern Germany posit that the army enjoyed a degree of 

independence from the civilian government unseen in any of the liberal democracies. It would 

be disingenuous to deny the extraordinary levels of both defined legal and defacto military 

power over the civilian sphere. Germany's history of military glory allowed the army to make 

claims about its importance to Germany, claims which many Germans accepted at face value. 

Given that Germany required military service among all men, Germans could all claim some 

degree of ownership in this German military project. German families regardless of class were 

35 Dennis E. Showalter, “Army and Society in Imperial Germany: The Pains of Modernization,” Journal of 
Contemporary 18, no. 4 (1983), 601.
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invested in the German army and could take pride in their father's and sons' service in the 

military. Though it probably was true that the army was ultimately antagonistic to the cause of 

democracy in Germany, the army was by and large a beloved part of the German state and a 

crucial means of constructing national identity.

Following the divisive constitutional debates of the 1860s, the military received a 

number of crucial legal benefits that allowed it to become something of  a “state within a state.” 

First, the army was beholden not to the will of the electorate or the Reichstag, but answered 

only to the Kaiser. Second, the army's budget was not voted upon annually, but only in seven 

year intervals.36 Practically, these measures ensured that the army could act largely independent 

of the democratic process. More subtly these measures sent the public and the legislature the 

message that the army was different from other issues of national concern. It was to some extent 

untouchable and existed outside of the realms of politics. Granted, this came ultimately as the 

result of a compromise with the liberal opposition in the Reichstag, so the civilian political 

sphere still had some control over military funding, but at the end of the day, politicians were 

permitted to argue about labor strife and taxes. To turn the army into a political issue would be 

an insult to the nation itself.

But it must be emphasized that the Reichstag was not merely a rubber stamp when it 

came to voting on the military's budget. Indeed, there was a history of legislative opposition to 

unchecked militarism. While it could be argued that despite these attempts to keep the army's 

power and influence in check, the army still enjoyed undue independence, the idea that middle 

class liberals capitulated completely to the will of Germany's militarist parts of society is not 

entirely true. Originally, militarists intended for the army's budget to be outside of the purview 

of the Reichstag, but German liberals would not let that happen. They battled for some voice in 

36 Craig 222.
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the affairs of the military and ultimately got one, albeit one that appears limited when compared 

to the control over the military legislatures in liberal democracies got. Though the Reichstag 

only was permitted to vote on the military's budget every seven years, it took seriously these 

duties and would not hesitate to propose large cuts in the budget if it felt such limitations were 

in the country's best interests.37 To describe this as mere capitulation fails to do justice to the 

strength of German liberalism. 

Key to understanding the intellectual groundwork for German naval imperialism in the 

late nineteenth century is the American naval strategist Alfred Thayer Mahan. Mahan espoused 

a theory of naval power that revolutionized how nations with the capacity for naval power 

approached warfare and diplomacy. Citing the success of the British Empire in the prior 

centuries, he posited that naval might, not the strength of one's land army, was the chief factor 

in maintaining a vast overseas empire.38 Mahan's book, The Influence of Sea Power upon 

History, was wildly successful in his own lifetime, earning him the respect and admiration of 

Americans and Europeans alike, and securing his place among men like Clausewitz and Jomini 

as an architect of modern theories of war. German Admiral  Alfred von Tirpitz took a liking to 

Mahan's writings, so much so that he had The Influence of Sea Power upon History translated 

and distributed as a way of building support for the First Navy Bill of 1898.39

Militarism and authoritarianism are not synonymous with one another. The early years 

under Bismarck were defined in many ways by the limits placed on civil liberties, with the Anti-

Socialist Laws and Kulturkampf serving as examples of the authoritarian bent to the German 

government. Despite this authoritarian slant, Germany did very little to attempt to disturb the 

37 Ibid., 249.
38 Alfred Thayer Mahan, The Influence of Sea Power upon History, 1660-1783, scanned by A.E. Warren 

(Blackmask Online, originally published 1889, modern publication 2004), 16.
39 Holger H. Herwig, “The Failure of German Sea Power, 1914-1945: Mahan, Tirpitz, and Raeder Reconsidered,” 

The International History Review 10, no. 1 (1988), 69.
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international order after its initial wars of unification. Bismarck has often been described 

chiefly as a pragmatist and that label certainly applies when discussing Germany's foreign 

policy in the 1870s and 1880s. Bismarck was satisfied to consolidate Germany's position and 

leave colonialism to the other powers of Europe, albeit with some disagreement from men more 

politically right of center than Bismarck. If anything Germany seemed to pursue a more 

aggressive foreign policy as the restrictions on civil liberties were lifted and democracy was 

allowed to flourish during the years under Wilhelm II. The navy was rebuilt from the ground up 

to become among the best in the world and colonies in Africa and the Pacific were established. 

Saying that democratization leads to militarism is going too far, but nonetheless the course of 

German history seems to dispute notions that militarism and authoritarianism are one in the 

same. When Imperial Germany was at its most authoritarian domestically, its foreign policy was 

relatively peaceful. When German politics were opened up to Catholics and socialists, Germany 

became much more expansionist and aggressive towards the rest of the world. Clearly, it would 

be wrong to attempt to draw a causal link between the weakening of authoritarianism and the 

rise of militarism. The more free democratic society that emerged in the decade after Bismarck's 

dismissal spawned numerous right wing jingoist groups that lobbied strongly for a more 

expansionist foreign policies, but the fact that Germany was so more militarist as it became 

much more democratically developed needs to be recognized as something of a weakness 

within the authoritarian modernization thesis.

Germany's imperialist policy under Kaiser Wilhelm II provides a testing ground for the 

authoritarian modernization thesis' claims of the excesses of German militarism. Clearly, 

compared to the relatively limited international aims of Bismarck's government, Germany took 

on a much more expansionist policy during the decades after Wilhelm II's rise to power. 

Colonies in Africa and the Pacific, some of which were founded prior to the dismissal of 
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Bismarck, were expanded and a more developed navy was funded to help protect these 

holdings. But does this represent a divorce from previous policies? If so, do these changes 

represent a move towards greater militarism? These changes do mark a departure from the 

previous, more continental focused policies of Bismarck and may very well have put Germany 

on a path of increased militarism, but there was an intellectual framework within Germany that 

demanded imperialism and expansionism. Claiming that Germany was rapidly overcrowding, 

colonies were meant as a way of allowing Germany to continue to grow while allowing comfort 

and stability at home. Colonialism in Germany was framed as a matter of national survival. If 

the colonies were not protected by a robust navy, Germany's enemies, France and Britain, could 

send Germany to being nothing more than a nation of farmers.40 More broadly, the years under 

Wilhelm demonstrate the extent to which individual actors in positions of power hold sway 

upon the course of history. Wilhelm clearly showed a greater affinity for asserting himself in 

political affairs than his predecessors. One cannot rightly point to Wilhelm's failures as a leader 

as evidence of the weakness of the democratic system within Germany.

World War I can be seen as the ultimate failure of German militarism. Despite years of 

planning, an unmatched industrial capacity, and an army armed with cutting edge technology, 

the German Empire failed to win the war. While a full examination for the reasons for this 

failure is beyond the scope of this work, it is productive nonetheless to briefly examine World 

War I and its effects on German militarism.

One of the prevailing explanations for German defeat at the time was known as the Stab 

in the Back myth, which stated that harmful, foreign elements within German society, such as 

Jewish controlled industry or the leftist elements within the government, served to undercut the 

German war effort and that it was the failure of civilian society, not the military, that ultimately 

40 Wawro 176.
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led to German defeat. Though this myth reeks of far right paranoia and scapegoating, examining 

how it managed to seep into the public consciousness and inform Germany's collective memory 

about the first World War will also serve to illustrate how militarism's hold on Germany was 

maintained even through crushing defeat.

The Stab in the Back myth assumes that the German military was not actually defeated 

in the field of battle. In this regard the myth has some validity. The German army was not 

defeated in the same way France lost the Franco-Prussian War or Germany would lose the 

Second World War. There were no foreign troops marching into Berlin making claims that they 

had liberated the country. Germany had its army entrenched deep within France at the time of 

Germany's surrender. To the average German soldier in the field, the situation might have 

seemed no more dire in the fall of 1918 than it did in the previous years. If Berlin was in danger 

of falling to the Entente, why then should Germany have surrendered? Though the Stab in the 

Back myth is predicated on a number of absurd conspiratorial assumptions, its basic premise, 

that Germany's defeat in the First World War was not on the battlefield, is not without some 

backing. The theory quite obviously ignores Germany's military failures in the war. Germany's 

plan to swiftly defeat two major European powers in detail assumed a great deal on the part of 

the military and the army to fail to hold up its end of a demanding bargain by becoming bogged 

down on the Western Front. It was not the Jews or spineless politicians who damned Germany 

to failure in the opening days of the war, but rather the military's inability to accomplish its 

stated goals. Though by no means was Germany crushed on the battlefield, it failed to meet the 

high standards it had set.

The holes in the Stab in the Back myth are ultimately secondary to what Germany's 

willingness to accept the myth demonstrates. Proponents of the authoritarian modernization 

thesis could point to the popularity and acceptance of the Stab in the Back myth as evidence of 
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German society's proclivity for militarism. The fact that blame was so quickly shifted from the 

military to civilian government could be seen as representative of Germany's long history of 

revering its army to a fault. A believer in the authoritarian modernization thesis could point to 

the history of Prussian militarism's influence within Germany as emblematic of the backwards 

devotion to militarism within German society.

The most prevailing feature of German militarism's disdain for the civilian sphere is 

how it frames its justification for authority. The General Staff saw the intrusion of the civilian 

sphere into the affairs into the military as unjustified. It imagined itself as being most qualified 

to govern its own affairs, which it viewed as highly complicated and technical. A German 

officer underwent incredibly rigorous training and education. The Prussian way of training 

officers was highly technical, even to the point of appearing bookish and excessive to its 

detractors. The members of the General Staff in theory earned their place through their merits as 

officers and through pure technical mastery of war. To concede control of military affairs to 

men elected based on their ability to win support from the civilian sphere would seem foolish, 

as elected officials earned their positions not through education but through winning an 

election. Undoubtedly there is an elitism to how the General Staff viewed itself in relation to the 

civilian sphere, but given how the Staff was structured, this response is not unjustified. It would 

be naïve to trust that the General Staff wanted to maintain its independence solely because they 

believed  they were best qualified. They wanted to secure their independence because it granted 

them continued power and influence. Still, the justifications for their continued independence 

illustrate how the General Staff imagined itself.

The History of Japanese Militarism

Japan can also be said to have followed a similarly militarist and authoritarian path to 

modernity. Like Germany much of Japan's early modern history was also defined by bloody 



42

internal strife. The century prior to the rise of the Tokugawa Shogunate saw competing 

aristocrats waging war among one another for control over land, commerce, and peasants. The 

Tokugawa Shogunate emerged near the end of the sixteenth century, with the work of the 

brutally effective Oda Nobunaga helping to unify the warring states inside Japan. Nobunaga had 

no claim to authority greater than any other rival noble's, but his capabilities as a military leader 

enabled him to seize control over vast swaths of Japan. Nobunaga waged war on his enemies 

and brought roughly two thirds of Japan under his control before being assassinated in 1582. 

Though he callously waged war on his rivals, the government he created uniting his territories 

employed more modern methods for maintaining control and streamlining the agricultural and 

economic sections of society, allowing villages greater autonomy. More relevant to a discussion 

of military culture was Nobunaga's decision to disarm the peasantry, a move which sharpened 

the deep class divides already existing within Japan.41 One could easily compare Oda Nobunaga 

to someone like Friedrich Wilhelm the Great Elector. Both took over as rulers after long periods 

of conflict and heralded more peaceful times to come. Despite the periods of peace that would 

define the decades after their deaths, both took great interest in military affairs and made 

decisions that would shape the martial cultures in their respective nations, with the Great 

Elector creating the Prussian General Staff and Nobunaga disarming the peasantry. Unlike his 

Prussian counterpart, Nobunaga could not rightly make claims to his divine right as a monarch, 

instead having to cede that authority to the emperor. Though Nobunaga's rise to power by no 

means demonstrates a genuine Enlightenment sort of meritocratic modernity, as he won his 

power through military might rather than foresight in the political sphere, he nonetheless 

represents a move towards some vision of meritocracy in that he actually earned his role as 

political leader.

41 Gordon, 9,10.
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Like Germany Japan spent much of the early modern period as more or less a 

conglomeration of minor kingdoms and fiefdoms, united in theory by a single national imperial 

government. The Tokugawa Shogunate in theory had control of Japan's 250 independent feudal 

lords, known as daimyo, but in practice could do little to exert itself on a national level. Though 

an extensive network of roads connected the relatively urbanized society of Tokugawa Japan, 

the national government from its inception tended to concede much of the practical power of 

local politics to the daimyo. The Shogunate did have methods of controlling the daimyo. 

Initially, the Tokugawa regime made the daimyo have to get government approval before 

getting married as a way of exerting authority over the daimyo, but, almost in parallel with 

Louis XIV's development of court culture at Versailles, eventually a system by which the 

daimyo could be summoned to the imperial palace in Edo developed as a way to further weaken 

and disenfranchise the nobility.42

Modernizing the Japanese army during the Meiji era was a deeply divisive political 

matter. The Meiji Restoration was framed among the elites as an effort to expel the influence of 

foreigners from Japan, a growing problem during the decade and a half after the arrival of 

Commodore Perry, so the rapid embrace of European culture and technology that occurred 

would have seemed to opponents of modernization as capitulation to European hegemony. The 

samurai, many of whom were the staunchest proponents of the Meiji Restoration, saw the 

Europeanization of the Japanese military system not merely as an ideological threat to the 

culture they fought to defend, but as an incredibly practical matter where there livelihoods were 

at stake. A more modern army built around principles of meritocracy and increased 

egalitarianism would, in theory, spell the end for the samurai, who owed their high rank in the 

military to their noble birth. The samurai during the late Tokugawa period had become 

42 Ibid., 14.
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increasingly irrelevant as Japan enjoyed more than a century of relative peace. By and large the 

samurai seemed more symbolic of a soon to be bygone era than having utilitarian value to the 

growth of the centralized state.43 Though they rose up in nationalist fervor to topple the Western 

appeasing Tokugawa Shogunate, the new government they helped install had no use for the 

samurai.

One of the most prominent features of the new Japanese army was its policy of peasant 

conscription. A number of high-ranking Japanese officials were sent overseas to observe how 

the armies and governments in Europe and the United States were structured. The conscript 

army of Prussia served as an inspiration to the Meiji oligarchs, who saw how conscription 

seemed to instill in the common folk of Prussia a discipline and loyalty to the state that seemed 

unmatched.44 Furthermore, conscription would also make Japan less reliant on an increasingly 

scurrilous and difficult to control class of samurai by making them less important to the future 

of the Japanese military. Though education and training could give any man of merit, even a 

samurai, the skills necessary to function in the modern ways of war, the samurai's tendency to 

favor valor and honor over the cold rationality of modern war made the new commanders of the 

Meiji military more open to arming the peasantry rather than relying upon the samurai.

Modernity and the new brand of militarism were forced onto a Japanese peasantry that 

was genuinely hostile and unwilling to accept the changes the centralized state was imposing. 

Attention has already been paid to how the peasantry resisted the educational reforms the Meiji 

Restoration heralded, but more resonant to modern readers may be the case of peasant 

resistance to conscription. Though the martial culture of late Imperial Japan was noted and 

feared by the liberal democracies, that culture, in so far that it actually existed, came only after 

43 David B. Ralston, Importing the European Army: The Introduction of European Military Techniques and 
Institutions into the Extra-European World, 1600-1914 (Chicago, Illinois: University of Chicago Press, 1990), 
157.

44 Ralston, 161.
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a period of fierce resistance to conscription. This would would imply that Japan prior to the turn 

of the century was not a nation that was on a single-minded course for empire. The move 

towards militarism was not an inevitability of the Meiji Restoration. The government quelled 

this dissent with brutality by using its developing army to enforce the rules of the state on 

unruly peasants, but it also used an increasingly democratic system of government that, as the 

previous chapter discussed, served to assuage civilian concerns that they had no say in the 

government.

Undoubtedly, then, Japan took a more authoritarian path to military modernity than did 

their German counterparts. Though Bismarck and his cabal of military aristocrats acted outside 

of the law to make Prussia a leader in military prowess, they never went as far as the Meiji 

oligarchs did in forcing militarism upon their subjects. This is in part because the unification of 

Germany provided validation for the Prussian militarist tradition. Militarism had been a part of 

Prussian culture for generations. Men had been conscripted into service for centuries by the 

time Germany was unified. Prussia's militarism helped both those on the right, by 

demonstrating Prussia's military might and assuring it a prominent place in world affairs, and on 

the left, by creating a united Germany. Selling militarism in Japan was not as easy, in part 

because the militarism that ended up being sold was vastly different than that which overthrew 

the Tokugawa Shogunate. As has already been discussed, it was a militarism formed not wholly 

around the samurai ethos, but around the principles of modernity and meritocracy that defined 

the best of Europe's armies. This modern army won wars abroad that served to build national 

pride among the Japanese populace.

Japan's similarities with Prussia extended into the realm of military command, where 

Japan adopted a Prussian style general staff. Like its Prussian counterpart, the Japanese General 

Staff was actively removed from the supposedly divisive partisan bickering of civilian politics 
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by making it a largely independent body. Officially, the army owed loyalty and obedience to the 

emperor, but given that his status was almost entirely symbolic, the General Staff in Japan for 

all intents and purposes answered to no one.45 This did not damn Japan to a course of unchecked 

militarist authoritarianism; on the contrary, despite the army's independence from the civilian 

government, Japan's political sphere was quite healthy for much of the time after the Meiji 

Restoration. It was only after the Manchurian crisis in 1931 that the army began to forcefully 

impose itself on Japanese politics. Still, it was ultimately because the army was so isolated from 

the civilian government that the army grew to resent its civilian government so fiercely to the 

point that the army saw a military coup as the best option for advancing its interests, so the 

army does indeed deserve a hefty amount of blame for the collapse of democracy in Japan.

Once more, the fact that the army was so key in the collapse of Japan's once healthy 

democracy should not be treated as a matter of historical inevitability. Rather, the intense 

political divisions within the army bear disprove to an extent imaginings of militarism as a 

monolithic movement. More so than many armies during this period, Japan's was one divided 

by political and regional strife. During the Meiji period, the army tended to coexist peacefully 

with the civilian political establishment, but did so largely because of the dominance within 

military affairs of the men who had helped engineer the Meiji Restoration. As the masterminds 

of the Meiji Restoration died out, factionalism within the army began to take root. Increasingly 

as the army modernized along European lines, it began to see itself as separate from the civilian 

government and began to look with skepticism and derision at domestic politics, following the 

Prussian model of military modernity in both the technical details of organization and training 

as well as working with the civilian government.46 Though at times the dominant trend among 

45 Ibid., 170.
46 Shin'ichi Kataoka, “The Army as a Bureaucracy: Japanese Militarism Revisited,” The Journal of Military 
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high-level military leaders was distrust towards the civilian government, just as salient were the 

divisions within the military itself, with the army and navy clashing over budgetary issues 

during the decade leading up to World War I. 

Though Japan mimicked the structure and role of Prussia's General Staff, it looked to 

France for guidance on how the army would operate on the battlefield. The Tokugawa 

Shogunate sent the first requests overseas to France's military expertise. Ever eager to extend 

his influence abroad, Napoleon III sent officers to Japan to help advise the modernization 

project. Though the Shogunate would collapse within a few years and France would be 

embarrassed on the world stage after the Franco-Prussian War, the Meiji government continued 

the policy of employing French officers as advisers.47 By the 1880s, these French advisers were 

replaced with new Prussian officers who made improvements in the training of Japanese 

officers at state military academies. 

The Japanese military system differed from its European counterparts in a number of 

key ways. Legally, the army answered only to the Emperor, a not particularly novel concept. 

Germany's army in theory also took orders from the Kaiser, but where the two differed is the 

perceived role the monarch was to play. In Germany the Hohenzollern dynasty had long served 

in the Prussian army as officers, the implication being that even the most powerful in society 

were not above military service. Japanese emperors had no such illusions of military grandeur. 

The emperor was a civilian, a guardian and watchful protector of the peaceful civilization he 

ruled over. He was not entirely ignorant of military affairs, but knew of such issues only what 

his circle of advisers would tell him, effectively limiting his ability to interfere in the affairs of 

the military.48 What this does signify is that Japan did have at least a theoretical commitment to 

maintaining civilian control of the army. In practice the issue was quite complicated. Though 

47 Ralston, 168-169.
48 Kataoka, 70.
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men like Japanese Prime Minister Ito Hirobumi were able to maintain a degree of control over 

military affairs by standing up to the military establishment, at the end of the day, even civilian 

leaders in Japan often had some military heritage as samurai that enabled them to avoid the 

military dismissing as meddling and ignorant politicians.

The matter of the navy was of key importance to Japan. It began its quest for naval 

dominance of the Pacific first by employing a number of British naval officers as advisers. 

From the British, Japanese sailors were taught how to properly operate a modern naval vessel 

and oversaw the founding of a naval war college in 1887 that emphasized Mahanian naval 

theories.49 The Japanese admiration of British naval warfare was natural for a number of 

reasons. First, the British were far and away the foremost naval power on Earth during this 

period. This was the golden age of the British Empire, so following the British example of naval 

dominance seemed to be a recipe for successful empire building. Secondly, like Japan Britain 

was a resource-light geographically isolated island nation. Japan could look to Britain and see 

how geographic isolation helped and hindered development.

Though a nascent martial culture had been germinating beneath the mainstream of 

Japanese society since the Meiji Restoration, for the most part it failed to express itself 

meaningfully at the national level. Militarism had been forced upon the Japanese peasantry, but 

prior to the military conquests of the late 1890s and early twentieth century, the Japanese people 

did not really embrace militarism in the same way Germans of all walks of life did. This is 

fairly understandable. Given that Germany was united on the back of its powerful military, the 

German people's acceptance of the militarist element in their society makes sense, especially 

compared to Japan where families had their children forcefully re-educated and drafted into an 

army that until the turn of the century had no claim to be representative of Japan's national 

49 Wawro, 149.
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interests. Moreover, Germans could look back to the Napoleonic Wars and how their 

grandfathers had fought fiercely to rid their homeland of foreign occupiers. Japan had no such 

history at least in recent times and consequently did not tend to respect and glorify the army in 

the same way as Germany did.

Japan's wars against China and Russia helped bring to light the militarist elements 

within society. The brief Sino-Japanese War was won through Japan's combined land and naval 

superiority over the over-matched Chinese forces. At the time, the war piqued the interest of 

many Europeans in part because both Japan and China were in the process of “Westernizing,” 

with China employing German military advisers. Though by 1895 Japan had triumphed quite 

handily over their historical rival, the powers of Europe combined to deny Japan total victory at 

the treaty negotiations, keeping Japan from developing a Manchurian railway and denying 

Japan control over Port Arthur and Liaotung Peninsula, with Russia making claims of territorial 

control over Port Arthur and the Liaochung Peninsula. This was gravely insulting to the 

Japanese and undoubtedly fed into justifications for the next war, but for the time being, Japan 

saw an increase in domestic support for its military.50 Though modern Japan had no previous 

history of military conquest and glory, the Sino-Japanese War imbued in the Japanese people a 

martial culture that the Meiji government had been attempting to foster, largely unsuccessfully, 

for generations at this point.

War against Russia allowed Japan an opportunity to expand its colonial empire and to 

demonstrate on a world stage that it was a power on the same level as those of Europe. Though 

Russia had a much larger army than Japan, its vast territory and the presence of potential threats 

in Europe prevented Russia from committing its full forces to the Pacific to combat the 

Japanese. Japan took advantage of this, stealthily striking the Russians at Port Arthur in 

50 Ibid., 150.
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February 1904. The battle at Port Arthur was costly for both sides, but Japan came out the 

victors using a variety of new tactics, including experiments with indirect fire, the use of high 

power artillery pieces to strike an enemy from a great distance, which became a tactic that 

would come to dominate the battlefield during World War I.

More so than the Sino-Japanese War, the Russo-Japanese War became framed through 

the prism of race. Tsar Nicholas II's dismissal of Japanese officials as “monkeys” undoubtedly 

offended the Japanese, which had a long history of racializing not merely foreigners but 

commoners within their own borders. High culture among Japan's elites was about as elitist, 

exclusionary, and prejudiced towards the lower classes as possible, so to the Japanese ruling 

class this insult must have been an affront of the highest order. Having just spent decades 

educating themselves in the ways of the West, adopting Western styles of dress, and hob 

nobbing at social gatherings like Western elites, Japan's ruling class, who imagined themselves 

as being above the common rabble. 

Colonialism in Japan fostered a distinctly militarist and authoritarian culture. The 

militarist movement within Japan was more a product of the army's isolation, both geographic 

and cultural, from mainstream Japan than it was a failing of democracy. Japan's growing 

overseas empire in Korea and China was managed largely by the military. Japanese colonial 

authorities operated state built upon a racist ideology of Japanese racial superiority over other 

Asian peoples and treated Koreans and Chinese under their colonial rule with particular 

cruelty.51 Granted, these prejudices certainly were not foreign to civilians living on the mainland 

of Japan, but the militarized colonialism Japan practiced. by which colonies were often 

managed by military leaders Japan practiced, fostered a greater degree of isolation from 

mainstream Japanese politics and contributed heavily to the military's dissatisfaction with the 

51 Sayuri Guthrie-Shimizu, Transpacific Field of Dreams: How Baseball Linked the United States and Japan in 
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civilian sphere. To the military men who found themselves as colonial governors, it would be 

easy to dismiss claims by the Diet in Tokyo as ramblings of men ignorant of the realities of life 

in the colonies.

Though Japan was not above acts of brutality towards native inhabitants of its colonial 

holdings, Japan tended to conduct foreign policy during the early twentieth century with the 

intention of playing by the established rules of international diplomacy set by the powers of 

Europe. The actions Japan took after their victory over Russia demonstrate Japan's commitment 

to not upsetting the established order. Moreover, Japan's colonial ambitions tended to be within 

the prescribed limits of European colonialism. If anything, Japan's imperial policy tended to 

resemble the American concept of Manifest Destiny. Japan imagined itself as the leader of the 

nations of Asia and saw its colonial mission as one where civilization was being brought onto 

less civilized peoples. The fact that Japan was a newcomer to the world of imperialism no doubt 

played a role in their relegation to the status of second-class power. In this regard, Japan faced a 

similar plight as Germany where even the mere act of playing catch up to Britain was seen as 

hostile to the cause of peace. Moreover, Japan also had to deal with the fact that the Western 

world tended to be dominated by racist leaders holding racist views towards the Japanese 

people. Though Europeans were flattered by Japan's imitations of the European model of 

modernity, for some no amount of improvements in Japanese culture could elevate Japan to the 

same level as Europeans. Japan was not unaware of the racism of the Western world. When the 

question of the League of Nations arose after the First World War, one of the key talking points 

members of the Japanese press wanted addressed was that of the European world's racism. 

Granted, Japan had its own troubles with race, but the point remains that Japan's expansionism 

came to be seen as threatening in large part because of the racist attitudes dominating European 

circles.
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Conclusion

The empires of Japan and Germany were built upon the foundation of a strong military. 

It is because of this that many look at the two countries as examples of nations who became 

damned to authoritarianism. Though there were powerful militarist elements within each 

nation's society, one must not overstate the extent to which these elements dominated their 

respective societies. Though militarism ultimately played a large role in the failure of 

democracy within Japan and Germany, militarism coexisted with relatively successful and 

healthy democracies for decades prior to the rise of fascism.
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Chapter 3: Authoritarianism and Democracy in Imperial Germany and Meiji Japan

Non-government actors can provide invaluable glimpses into the state of a society. In 

the cases of Germany and Japan, historically, the presence and influence of opposition 

movements in these two countries has been undersold. Though, by no means were Japan and 

Germany world leaders in labor activism, feminism, and religious tolerance, neither were they 

appreciably worse in these categories than the liberal democracies. As with Japan and 

Germany's respective political development, this criticism of the supposed non-development of 

various opposition movements within Germany and Japan is colored by a tendency to overstate 

the modernity of western democracies like Britain, France, and the United States.

The Role of the Middle Class: Capitulation, Cooperation, Opposition

The middle class in semi-authoritarian states like Imperial Germany and Japan has 

garnered a reputation for weakness. Where in liberal democracies, the bourgeoisie are said to 

have asserted themselves and torn down the old aristocratic regimes that once ran their 

countries, the middle classes in Germany and Japan can be said to have capitulated to the forces 

of militarism and authoritarianism. This imagining is too simplistic and ignores the extent to 

which the middle class presented a legitimate opposition to the authoritarian regimes in 

Germany and Japan, while also not examining why liberalism may have seemed to have more 

limited goals in Germany and Japan than in France and Britain.

The supposed capitulation of Prussian liberalism to Bismarck's right wing militarist 

agenda can be seen as proof of the validity of the authoritarian modernization thesis. Though 

liberals fought tooth and nail during the early years of the 1860s to prevent the expansion of the 

army and the reduction of the historically more liberal Landwehr, Bismarck, Roon, and Moltke 

ultimately went behind the backs of the liberal opposition and illegally allocated additional 

funds for the military.
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The German middle class's capitulation is said to be embodied by the signing of a 

constitution riddled with concessions to the military and central government. The fact that the 

German constitution contained clauses benefiting the military establishment is not what shall be 

debated here; rather, the extent to which this represents a capitulation on the part of the German 

bourgeoisie bears further questioning. For the decades leading up to the unification of Germany, 

middle class liberals saw their goal as the creation of a united democratic Germany. Even on the 

issue of democracy, there was much debate, with some sides favoring a democracy without a 

monarchy and other wishing to include the king. If what the German bourgeoisie wanted was a 

Germany with some sort of democratic features, one would be hard pressed to deny that what 

the middle class got was about what they asked for: a united German state ruled by a 

combination of the Kaiser and a democratically elected Reichstag. As has already been 

discussed, Germany even allowed universal male suffrage from its first national elections, so in 

some areas the middle class was given more than one might expect they would have. There 

were of course weaknesses and limitations in Germany's democracy, such as the untouchablility 

of the army, but one must remember that German liberalism was not entirely defined by a 

commitment to democracy or a hatred of militarism. German liberalism was nationalist. 

German liberalism was key in the creation of a unified Germany. Its primary mission was 

accomplished.

Though the shadow of the SPD looms large over any discussion of opposition to the 

dominance of the Kaiserreich, the contributions of more moderate liberal parties to the 

relatively healthy democracy that existed during the decades prior to the rise of Hitler is not to 

be ignored. The National Liberal party existed from 1867 to 1918 and was a mainstay of 

German political life for much of the Second Reich. Though their concessions to Bismarck's 

more authoritarian policies like the Kulturkampf and Anti-Socialist Laws represented a 
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capitulation of sorts to the right wing powers that controlled the German government, their 

presence in the Reichstag kept in check the militarist elements of German society that would 

have dominated unopposed had it not been for the National Liberals' resistance to their demands 

for increased funding and support. While the National Liberals did not necessarily fiercely 

battle the more right wing elements in German politics, one cannot reasonably expect them to 

fight Bismarck at every turn. Like in liberal democracies, political parties must choose their 

battles. Some issues are assigned greater importance than others. On issues the National 

Liberals saw as important, such as control over the military budget, they did fight and 

ultimately force their opponents to compromise.

Despite the relative health and viability of moderate liberal movements during the life of 

Imperial Germany, the failings of liberalism during the closing years of the Second Reich and 

the failure of the Weimar Republic have not unjustifiably poisoned the historical reputation of 

German liberalism.

In the case of Japan, liberalism rather than a radical and insular socialist movement 

remained a much more constant force in Japanese politics after an initial period of 

authoritarianism. The period from the death of the first Meiji Emperor to the seizure of 

Manchuria was a relative golden age of liberalism within Japan. Oddly enough this golden age 

of Japanese liberalism occurred at the same time as the force seen most toxic to it, militarism, 

also experienced its period of greatest growth. The early twentieth century heralded the 

loosening of authoritarianism's hold on Japan and the rise of opposing political ideologies in 

part because Japan was just now developing enough as a society to allow these movements to 

grow. That is not imply that there is somehow a recipe for a healthy democracy, but Japan in the 

late nineteenth century, despite its great gains, was still very much developmentally behind 

places like Britain, France, and Germany. The society was just starting to industrialize and its 
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people were only a generation removed from the mandatory public schooling reforms of the 

early Meiji Era. 

The narrative of the bourgeoisie willingly relinquishing control of the state to the forces 

of authoritarianism fits albeit with flaws in the German case; for Japan, such an argument is 

much more difficult to defend in part because of the nature of the Meiji Restoration. Where 

German nationalism was a product of middle class frustrations, the Meiji Restoration occurred 

because the militantly nationalist samurai class resented the weakness shown by the Tokugawa 

Shogunate towards the growing foreign population interfering in Japanese affairs. For Japan a 

more useful narrative would be one that emphasizes the growth and development of middle 

class political consciousness over time, but only after a period of rebellion.

The State of Socialism, Labor Activism, and the Left

As states that have largely been remembered as right authoritarian 

oligarchies/dictatorships, the accomplishments and even the mere existence of opposition 

movements in Japan and Germany prior to and in the years just after the First World War 

dispute this narrative of authoritarianism. While not every leftist movement had great influence 

and sway in the affairs of the national government, to varying degrees, these organizations left 

some mark on the social and political history of their nations of origin.

The German Social Democratic Party acts as a clear and obvious counter to the narrative 

of the authoritarian modernization thesis. Where the authoritarian modernization thesis posits a 

weakness of will on the part of German liberalism, the SPD was the model of a socialist party in 

continental Europe, making major strides and influencing public policy in a way those who buy 

wholly into the authoritarian modernization thesis would be reluctant to acknowledge. Contrary 

to the narrative of British enlightenment and German anti-modernity, the British Labour Party 

traced much of its intellectual and practical roots to what was learned from German allies in the 
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late 1910s and 1920s.52

But one must not confuse the SPD with liberalism. The authoritarian modernization 

thesis hinges not on the fact that the authoritarian state operates unopposed, but that it is never 

opposed by a true liberal movement. To this end, there is an extent to which the authoritarian 

modernization thesis holds true. While the SPD represented a serious threat to the Wilhemine 

state's autocracy, one would be hard pressed to call a party as left of center as the SPD had been 

for its early decades a “liberal” party in the truest sense of the term. Liberal implies a much 

more moderate opposition then what Germany got in the SPD. That is not to say that the SPD 

did not eventually evolve into a more moderate party that shared in the task of government. By 

the time of the First World War, the SPD had won significant membership in the Reichstag in 

part because of its commitment to its original tenets, but just as much because as it had been 

accepted as a legitimate part of German politics through softening some of its more radical 

stances. Still, the SPD from around the time of Bismarck's Anti-Socialist Laws showed a 

commitment to working with the law and the political system to advance its cause, even in its 

time of greatest duress, so to describe the SPD as an organization is similarly false.53 Regardless 

of whether or not the SPD represented a real liberal opposition to the Second Reich, the 

existence of other more centrist parties further disputes the notion that the authoritarian regime 

of Imperial Germany was a single party state.

Perhaps then the authoritarian modernization thesis's assertion that the authoritarian 

regime of Bismarck retarded German liberalism's growth could find greater support in the 

relative social isolation of the SPD from the rest of German politics. Historian W.L. Guttsman 

describes the process of the SPD's divorce from Germany: 

52 Stefan Berger, “ 'Organising Talent and Disciplined Steadiness': The German SPD as a Model for the British,” 
Contemporary European History 5, no. 2, 176.

53 W.L. Guttsman, The German Social Democratic Party, 1875-1933: From Ghetto to Government (London, 
England: George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1981), 61.
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In no other 'open' parties of the West...has the insistence on ideological purity and adherence to 

theory-based and often inflexible policies contributed so much to the social isolation of a party 

as in the German Social Democratic movement. It contributed to the inward-looking aspects of 

the organization and it caused the pre-1914 SPD to be described as a 'state within the state' and 

as the 'elective fatherland' of the German working-class.54

To believers in the authoritarian modernization thesis, it is easy to see how the SPD's isolation 

from mainstream German politics feeds into preconceptions of Germany's cultural 

backwardness. It would make perfect sense that in an authoritarian state like Germany one of 

the few real threats to the Kaiserreich's control of the state was suppressed so much that it had 

isolated itself and radicalized. 

Formed in 1875, the Social Democratic Party provided Bismarck's government with so 

significant a threat to its power that legislative measures were taken to ensure that the party's 

growth would be curtailed. Bismarck's government passed the Anti-Socialist laws in 1878, 

which, as the name would suggest, aimed to hold back the supposed waves of socialist 

revolution.

The SPD's growth into a major political party thus occurred in an environment of 

supreme government hostility to their cause. This growth in spite of massive government 

obstacles to their progress needs to be examined. In many ways, Bismarck's anti-socialist 

legislation served to strengthen the resolve and organizational structures of the SPD during its 

infancy. Faced with the issue of the wholesale government persecution of their cause, the SPD 

created alternative avenues through which working class identity could be formed. The SPD 

offered something to workers other political parties could not. It at times seemed equal parts 

political party, labor union, fraternity, and religion.

54 Guttsman 3.
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Japan lacked a socialist party with as much power and influence as Germany's Social 

Democratic Party. From early on in the Meiji state, radicalism and socialism were looked at 

scornfully by the aristocratic elites in control of the country. As has already been mentioned, 

Christianity had become associated with socialism and labor activism. Similar to how in 

America socialism was painted as a foreign menace with no connection to America, socialism 

in Japan could be seen as a threat imposed on the new Japanese state by the forces of foreign 

religious radicalism. The Japanese government made sure to stifle any attempts at political 

organization among the radical left and was largely successful in doing so. Unlike in Germany 

where socialism became a respected political movement after a period of rejection early on, 

Japanese socialism prior to World War I became synonymous with anarchy and treason, with 

many high profile political assassinations being credited to socialists.55

Similarly, labor activism faced a number of obstacles to its growth. Unlike in the liberal 

democracies and Germany, union members had few legal rights. Union members could fired by 

their employers simply because of their membership in a union. Furthermore, by 1931 only 

eight percent of Japan's workers had joined unions. This would seem to indicate that the state of 

labor in Japan was peculiar in its lack of progress, but it would be unfair to leave comparisons 

with the state of labor in Japan and elsewhere at that. Unlike Germany which unified after 

experiencing decades of industrial capitalism and had had its unification largely built around the 

framework created by the Industrial Revolution, Japan industrialized only after its Meiji 

Restoration. While Japan progressed quickly given the complete lack of industry prior to 1868, 

it would be unreasonable to expect Japan in a few decades to progress to levels of labor 

organization that developed in Europe and the United States only by the turn of the century.

When socialist movements in Japan did emerge as more serious threats to the regime, 

55 Andrew Gordon, A Modern History of Japan: From Tokugawa Times to the Present (New York, New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2003), 163.
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they did so in response to the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917. Like many socialist parties around 

the world, Japan's Communist Party came out of the wood-work upon hearing the news of a 

communist led revolution in Russia, believing it to be the first in a series of worldwide 

revolutions that would end in the collapse of global capitalism.

Ultimately, the divergences between Japan and Germany on the issue of socialist 

opposition parties are numerous. Despite its reputation as a politically backwards authoritarian 

state, Germany was something of a world leader in terms of having a well developed opposition 

party. The Social Democratic Party acted as a model for other somewhat moderate European 

socialist parties. Japanese socialist political parties failed to make waves in the same way that 

the SPD did. It would be unfair to blame this entirely on the weakness of socialism in Japan. 

The SPD was a uniquely strong and influential political party that arose out of circumstances 

unique to Germany. Still, the weakness of socialism within Japan bears examination. Part of 

why socialism took so long to develop in Japan was that industrialization did not take hold until 

the turn of the century.56 The first socialist parties that did develop did so not in response to a 

great industrial crisis of labor, but in preparation of the revolution to come. In many ways the 

rise of socialism coincided with the rise of militarist factions that emerged in response to 

Japan's victories against China and Russia, stressing the need for increased internationalism in 

an age of fervent Japanese nationalism.

Despite Japan lacking a socialist party on the level of organization and prestige as the 

SPD, the Left did manage to make some progress in the field of getting legislation passed that 

represented their interests. The more liberal cabinets of the immediate post war years enacted a 

series of social welfare laws that addressed issues of unemployment, labor unrest, and tenant 

farmer protests. The government even established a series of local level offices that offered 

56 Hyman Kublin, “The Japanese Socialists and the Russo-Japanese War,” The Journal of Modern History 22, no. 
4 (1950), 324.
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counseling services to the poorer families in a community. These are the sorts of reforms that 

characterized the Progressive, New Deal, and Great Society periods of American history and are 

pointed to as evidence of the Left's influence on politics, but similar gains in Imperial Japan 

seem to have been ignored, largely because they do not contribute to the narrative of Japanese 

authoritarianism when compared to the West.57 While time would later show that Japan lacked a 

steadfast commitment to social welfare, the fact that these reforms managed to be put into 

action demonstrates that Japan's political left was not nearly as ineffectual as it has often been 

portrayed as. 

Where Germany had a genuine socialist opposition to the state but lacked a defined 

moderate liberal party that could stand up to the state, Japan, at least for a period, had a real 

liberal movement developing. In 1912 the Meiji emperor died, opening the door for a real 

liberal opposition to develop, with the First World War providing Japanese liberalism with a 

proving ground to test its ideology. Though Japan was not a full participant in the war, Japanese 

citizens were well aware of the far reaching consequences this war would have not just in 

Europe, but also in Asia. As the war came to a close, the question of what the new diplomatic 

order would look like became the primary issue of concern. Woodrow Wilson forwarded a 

supposedly new way of doing politics, with his Fourteen Points outlining concepts like self-

determination and a commitment to democracy. The liberal section of Japanese society 

embraced the Wilsonian vision of internationalism. While parts of Japanese society embraced 

internationalism and remained committed to the Wilsonian vision, those on the right saw the 

League as a cynical ploy by America and Great Britain to maintain control of world affairs and 

to lock Japan out of expanding onto the Asian continent.58

57 Gordon 171-172.
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When working class and rural opposition to the Meiji order did develop, it did so 

without the high-minded intellectualism that guided the SPD's efforts in Germany. The Jiyuto 

movement began as a political party for the disgruntled samurai. Consequently, the group came 

to favor increased local autonomy and was strongly regionalist in its goals, goals in line with 

the ambitions of the increasingly irrelevant samurai class, but the Jiyuto movement began to 

win over peasants. The ex-samurai lost ground to wealthy commoner farmers in positions of 

party leadership and the movement became much more built around supporting popular rights.59 

Though the Jiyuto were relatively short lived, they nonetheless represent the predominance of 

local democratic movements within Meiji Japan and dispute notions of the weakness and lack 

of agency among the rural peasantry in Japan.

Though Japan and Germany had stark differences in how developed their respective 

political opposition movements were, it is important to note that these movements, first of all, 

existed and, second, represented a significant enough threat to the authoritarian regimes of the 

two nations that compromises that bent to the will of the Left occurred. Lost in the authoritarian 

modernization thesis's dismissal of the Left in Germany and Japan is the fact that it was not 

always the left making concessions to the will of the state. The state took seriously the sway 

leftist ideology had on the lower classes. While this is hardly a feature of true democracy and 

seems to be more a form of self-preserving despotism, the end result was often a more 

democratic society. Both Germany and Japan developed real social welfare programs either 

contemporaneous with or before the dawn of the welfare state in the liberal democracies. 

Perhaps then, the authoritarian modernization thesis carries in it the conservative assumption 

that the welfare state is a feature foreign to a true liberal democracy and that it came to exist in 

part as a way of assuaging working class antagonism to the state.

59 Bowen, 114-115.
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Feminism in Authoritarian States

The status of women in society has become a key way of evaluating a country's 

development. In its criticism of the German political system, the authoritarian modernization 

implies a backwardness in regards to the state of feminism. Japan similarly can be lumped in 

with Germany, perhaps to an even greater degree because of the perceived gender inequalities 

purported to exist in Japanese culture. Though Japan and Germany like most of the world do 

not have a particularly great history on the issue of feminism, the two states had feminist 

movement's comparable to the movements in the liberal democracies, and in some areas even 

surpass French, British, and American feminist movements from the period. Furthermore, the 

extent to which the Japanese and German feminist movements lagged behind liberal democratic 

is understandable given that the two nations came into being later than the liberal democracies.

German feminism has garnered a reputation for a certain degree of weakness and 

underdevelopment. Richard Evans summarizes the perceived weakness of German feminism: 

German feminism, however, did not organize nationally until 1894; did not demand the vote 

until 1902; did not campaign against the "double standard" of sexual morality for men and 

women until 1898; and never effectively advanced the demand for equal opportunities and 

treatment in education. Pressure for admittance to universities and the professions was hesitant 

and slow. The political weakness and late development of German feminism went hand-in-hand 

with exceptionally slow progress, measured by Anglo-American, and even, in some cases, by 

French or Russian standards, in securing equal rights for women. German women were granted 

the vote by the revolution of 1918, but they were not allowed to join political parties or attend 

political meetings in most parts of Germany, including Prussia, until 1908.60

These facts would seem to all support the authoritarian modernization thesis's implication that 

60 Richard J. Evans, “Feminism and Female Emancipation in Germany 1870-1945: Sources, Methods, and 
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German feminism was less developed than the feminisms of France or England, but women 

were not granted the right vote in France, England, or the United States significantly earlier 

than in Germany.

Research into feminist movements in Germany had often been neglected by historians, 

the implication being that the more developed feminist movements of true liberal democracies 

can offer greater insights into the movement's history than the underdeveloped movement in 

Germany possibly could. German feminism, first, existed, and, second, took on a much 

different form than the feminisms of the liberal democracies. Where in France, Britain, and the 

United States, the middle class dominated feminism and suffragism, the working class made up 

the majority of feminists and suffragists in Germany.61 

Once more the SPD plays a key role in the emergence of a more universally acceptable 

German feminist movement. It served as a vehicle under which working class women could 

organize in a way that the Progressive era women's organization of the United States and the 

comfortably high minded feminist groups of Britain could not. The SPD's official party line 

tended to support feminist causes, but among the average male member of the SPD, support for 

feminism was not necessarily guaranteed. Opposition to feminism in the SPD tended to have a 

practically minded slant. Some men in the SPD believe that women's advancement through the 

work force could only mean that men would lose their jobs. Still, others maintained the classic 

forms of wildly unintellectual sexism, dismissing women as incapable intellectually of 

participating in politics. But by the turn of the century, much of these hostile worldviews tended 

to fall by the wayside as the party fought more vigorously for equal pay for women.62 Granted, 

the fight for gender equality was framed within the socialist narrative of class struggle and was 

61 Richard J. Evans, “German Social Democracy and Women's Suffrage 1891-1918,” Journal of Contemporary 
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subordinated to the greater goal of the creation of a socialist society, but the SPD nonetheless 

supported women's rights much more than was the norm in Western society at the time. As in 

the case of political opposition movements the SPD serves as a counter example to the narrative 

of German backwardness purported by the authoritarian modernization thesis.

When speaking of the development of feminist movements in Japan, one might expect 

that the organizational structures of the movement to lag behind the more developed feminist 

organizations in western Europe and the United States. There is an extent to which this is true, 

but one must not overstate the extent to which Japanese feminism lagged behind that of the 

West. Though feminism like many other western dominated intellectual movements came later 

to Japan, the movement faced a number of challenges unique to Japan. The fact that Japan 

during the Meiji era was so much a society in flux could serve both to help and hinder 

feminism's growth. On one hand, the Meiji Era heralded the demolition of so many other 

traditions and social norms that had existed for centuries, but the underlying political 

conservatism of the Meiji oligarchs could also serve defeat any gains seen as threatening to the 

overall goals of the government.

Japanese feminism took many ideologically disparate forms with differing goals. 

Feminism in liberal democracies like the United States and Britain often centered around the 

acquisition of political rights such as the right to vote, but in Japan, where suffrage was limited 

even among men for much of Japan's modern history, the fight for the right to vote simply was 

not winnable to many Japanese feminists. Instead, a section of Japanese feminism would come 

to focus on increasing the role of women in the public sphere, to create active roles for women 

outside of the home and allow them participate in society with the goal of making women into 

better mothers and wives so that they could better serve both their families and society at 
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large.63 While eventually the end goal would be for increased political roles for women, that 

goal would be reached only after a lengthy period of reform.

While feminism in Japan often fought for more modest goals than did other feminist 

movements, there were also groups within the movement that pursued political rights such as 

the right to vote. The struggle for political participation for women, however, was framed in 

terms of familial roles. It was argued that only through increased political rights could women 

learn enough about society to effectively teach their children to be good citizens.64 This 

emphasis on education fits into the Meiji tradition of modernity and the rejection of some 

Tokugawa era social norms and also illustrates how feminism during this period of Japanese 

history had not yet become lumped in with the more radical elements of society. In many ways, 

Japanese feminism, with its modest goals for the gradual inclusion of women within the 

political sphere, resembles the West's moderate bourgeois feminist movements in Great Britain 

and the United States. This quite clearly was not the working-class feminism that defined the 

movement in Germany.

On the issue of women's rights, Japan and Germany did not differ greatly, but that is not 

to say that both failed greatly where liberal democracies have succeeded. Feminisms develop 

along different paths under different circumstances. Circumstances in Germany and Japan were 

such that feminism took on different sorts of forms than it did in places like Britain and the 

United States. To say that one nation's feminist movement was objectively more developed 

normalizes the process of women fighting for their rights. Furthermore, not all liberal 

democracies had developed feminist movements. France in particular was noted during the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries for its complicated relationships with women and how 
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feminine identities were framed. Germany and Japan may not have had feminist movements 

that resembled perfectly their Anglo-American counterparts, but the accomplishments of 

Japanese and German feminists should not be dismissed.

Internationalism: German and Japanese Aggression in Question

One implication of the authoritarian modernization thesis is that authoritarian states 

operate outside of the peaceful world order of the liberal democracies. While that assertion is 

not entirely false, to take such a claim at face value ignores the complexity of Japan and 

Germany's relationship with the rest of the world. While at times, the official government 

positions of Japan and Germany may have been somewhat hostile, citizens embraced 

internationalism with a great degree of enthusiasm.

Japan's commitment to internationalism was made apparent during the period after the 

first World War. World War I presented Japan with a unique opportunity to enter into the 

international community of imperial powers. Having aligned itself during the war with the 

Allied Powers of Britain, France, and the United States, Japan hoped to use its position as a 

“civilized” Asian power to pursue its imperial agenda without fear of international backlash, 

citing the power vacuum in East Asia created by the recently defeated German Empire and 

subsequent loss of its colonial holdings. Membership into the newly formed League of Nations 

as well as the success of the League were seems as chiefly important to Japan's national 

interests. Domestically, voluntary organizations promoting the cause of the League of Nations 

sprung up around Japan's major urban centers.65 As had happened during the modernizing years 

of the Meiji era when westernization was called into question, membership into the League of 

Nations was framed not as a concession to European hegemony, but rather a chance for Japan to 

truly emerge as something more than a mere junior partner in the western dominated world 

65 Burkman, 34.
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order. Among the most promising possibilities presented by the League of Nations proposal was 

the chance for Japan to battle racism in the international community.66 While support for the 

League of Nations among the Japanese tended to be more pragmatic than ideological, 

nonetheless, Japan's willingness to work within the new international order represents a 

challenge to the authoritarian modernization thesis's assumption of belligerence and bellicosity.

The authoritarian modernization thesis can serve to paint Japan as an aggressive 

imperial power in a way liberal democracies traditionally were not. This portrayal of Japan as 

being more imperialist than Britain or the United States ignores the extent to which both of 

these nations participated in the system of imperialism. The barbarism with which the British 

Empire operated in places like India was notorious even in its time. While defenders of the 

British Empire could claim that ultimately the empire served to civilize and enlighten otherwise 

backwards parts of the world, critics could point to the brutal Boer War or the notable history of 

racialized oppression in India as evidence of the crimes the British Empire had committed.

To make claims of internationalism within Germany is slightly more problematic than in 

the example of Japan. The high level politics from the years after unification tend to be 

decidedly less expansionist and militarist than the years under Wilhelm II, but once more the 

SPD serves to counteract claims of German belligerence, or at the very least to qualify them. 

Ideologically, the SPD called for internal revolution and the abolition of capitalism, which 

would in turn dissolve distinctions of nation and class, but in practice among common working-

class members of the SPD, prejudices against other European nations tended to color much 

conversation about foreign policy. From barbarous Russians to backwards Slavs, from 

criminally inclined Italians to the hot blooded French the German working-class tended to 

display a certain distaste for their European neighbors. The English in particular were targeted 

66 Ibid., 56.
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for their colonialist greed.67 But beneath the veneer of prejudice lay a more targeted criticism of 

capitalism and colonialism that acknowledged that even Germany would likely be one day 

embroiled in the same sort of imperial wars that England, the United States, and France often 

found themselves in. This criticism was vocalized clearly upon the formation of the Second 

International in 1889, which defined itself as an organization meant to abolish war between 

nations and build a brotherhood among workers regardless of nationality.

Despite the SPD's somewhat limited commitment at the ground level to 

internationalism, one would be hard pressed to compare Germany favorably to Japan in this 

regard, but it would be unfair to hold Germany to Japan's standard. Though both nations were 

relative late-comers to the Western political scene, Germany emerged immediately as a 

destabilizing force that could threaten the rest of Europe with its militarism, though these fears 

were largely misplaced during the stable Bismarck years. Japan was geographically isolated and 

had ambitions only to colonies within its logical sphere of influence. Furthermore, its people 

had fewer underlying prejudices against any countries of Europe because so little contact had 

been made with Europe. Unlike Germany, which had religious tensions with Catholic nations 

like Italy and territorial rivalries with France, Japan had something of a blank slate in the field 

of diplomacy. Furthermore, Germany was not unique in its underlying resentment for its 

European neighbors. The authoritarian modernization thesis embodies the sorts of prejudices 

that colored most discussions of Germany in liberal democracies. Japan had reason to 

vigorously pursue internationalism, while Germany did not. Despite the less stalwart 

commitment to international cooperation at the government level, the SPD, which held 

tremendous sway over many Germans, advocated international cooperation in the battle to 

overthrow capitalism.

67 Evans, Proletarians and Politics, 173-180.
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Religion and the State

Germany and, to a lesser extent, Japan have garnered not entirely undeserved 

reputations for religious persecution. While neither nation was necessarily a bastion of religious 

tolerance, it would be inaccurate to characterize them as something wholly different from the 

western European tradition. Furthermore, dismissing Japan and Germany as nations marred by 

religious intolerance often implies that the liberal democracies of France, England, and the 

United States have better track records on this issue than they actually do. Though Japan and 

Germany certainly had issues with accepting and assimilating religious minorities, to describe 

the states in question as significantly distinct from the liberal democratic tradition of tolerance 

ignores how liberal democracies have often suffered from similar problems.

Protestantism in the unified German state was key to establishing national identity. As 

the majority religion of what would become Germany, this is not surprising, but given the 

German lineage of the Reformation tracing back to Martin Luther, Protestantism's connection to 

German identity would tend to be deeper than Catholicism in France for example. By no means 

was Protestantism's claim to religious supremacy in Germany uncontested, but the new 

government of the unified state made sure to foster a distinctly Protestant, perhaps arguably 

more not Catholic, identity. Bismarck fostered this sense of Protestant identity through anti-

Catholic legislation.

Germany's historical reputation on issues of religious tolerance has been sullied by the 

stain of Nazism, but academics can point to Otto von Bismarck's campaign against Catholicism, 

Kulturkampf, as evidence of Germany's cultural backwardness when compared to the liberal 

democracies. Instituted in 1871 just as the new German nation had been forged, Kulturkampf 

expelled Catholic religious orders from Germany's borders and established early on that 

Germany would not bend to the will of Rome. Still, it would be overly simplistic to dismiss 
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Bismarck's crusade against the Catholic Church as mere religious prejudice. Ever the 

pragmatist, Bismarck rooted Kulturkampf in the rational fear of Pope Pius IX's resistance to 

modernity, which culminated in his declaration of papal infallibility.68 To Bismarck, the Church 

and its religious orders represented all that was backwards and uncivilized about the medieval 

period. Loyalty to the Church before Germany was seen as the greatest threat to the new unified 

state, especially among the overwhelmingly Catholic Poles who already had justification 

enough to pursue their own nationalism. Kulturkampf, then, was not a war against a specific 

religious sect solely because of prejudices against that religious sect, though that certainly 

played a large role. Kulturkampf was an expression of Bismarck's radical commitment to his 

view of modernity and the preservation of the state for which so much war was waged.

Kulturkampf was not merely a policy instituted because of Bismarck's unilateral 

decision and unchecked authority. It was a policy undertaken with the approval of not only 

Bismarck's conservative political allies, but also with the support of liberals. If Kulturkampf is 

understood as nothing more than an expression of bitterness over the Thirty Years War or other 

religious conflicts from centuries before, the support of liberalism may come as a surprise, but 

given liberalism's historically poor relationship with the Church, the bipartisan support for 

Kulturkampf makes perfect sense. Though liberals were certainly not eager to compromise with 

the arch-conservative Bismarck, on the issue of Catholicism, the two parties had some common 

ground.

Japan after the Meiji Restoration had a similarly poor relationship with Buddhism, 

though the circumstances of Japan's anti-Buddhist legislation were far different from Germany's 

anti-Catholicism. The Meiji government saw cultural and social uniformity as chiefly important 

to the preservation of the new state. Shintoism is a religion that is unique to Japan, providing a 

68 Michael B. Gross, “Kulturkampf and Unification: German Liberalism and the War against the Jesuits,” Central 
European History 30, no. 4 (1997), 545.
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mythological framework for the origins of the Japanese people and the islands they live on, so it 

makes perfect sense that the Meiji government would promote Shintoism over other religions. 

As a religion, it served to reinforce nationalist myth of Japan's cultural uniqueness and, unlike 

Buddhism which could trace its origins to the Indian subcontinent, was of which something that 

no other nation could claim ownership.

While Japan developed along a model established by the states of Europe and actively 

engaged with the West, Japan's history of conflict with Christianity distinguished it from the 

development patterns of Europe. The early seventeenth century was an era of exploration for 

the naval powers of Europe, but for Japan, it was an era of a consolidation of power under a 

new government, the Tokugawa shogunate. During the Tokugawa period, the Japanese 

government made a concerted effort to keep out the corrupting influence of the West and, by 

extension, Christianity, but only after experiencing a couple of decades Spanish and Portuguese 

meddling in Japanese affairs.69 Missionary efforts were par the course for the Spanish and 

Portuguese empires, but Japan's relative dearth of valuable natural resources when compared to 

the New World coupled with its military capability to repel foreigners meant that the Iberian 

powers would not have their missionary efforts on the Japanese isles go on unmolested. In the 

1590s prior to the rise of the Tokugawa Shogunate, Christianity was banned throughout much 

of Japan, but without a unified state, local governments were left with the task of dealing with 

Christianity. By 1633, Japan had acquired the state capacities to begin expelling en masse 

Catholic missionaries from their shores. While a friary of Jesuits brothers is hardly a fighting 

force capable of defeating an actual army, missionaries fought back against Japanese efforts to 

rid Japan of Christianity. More threatening than the revolts by European Christian missionaries 

was their ability to seemingly manipulate locals into betraying the bonds of feudal loyalty they 

69 Gordon 17.
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were sworn to and convince peasants into rising up and rebelling against their masters. The ease 

with which peasants were incited into rebellion reinforced notions among Japanese elites that 

the peasants were nothing more than “stupid commoners,” a preconception that colored elite 

level policy decisions well into the Meiji era.70 Christian rebellions occurred throughout the 

middle decades of the seventeenth century, but by the dawn of the eighteenth century, Japan 

was mostly free of European Christianity. What few Christians remained were forced to practice 

their religion in secret until some semblance of religious freedom returned during the Meiji era.

Japan at the time of the Meiji era then would have much work to do in reconciling its 

troubled past with Christianity with its new affinity for a modernization built around the 

European model. 1873 marked the official end to the ban on Christianity within Japan, with tens 

of thousands of hidden Christians coming out of the woodwork, free to practice their beliefs. 

But while Japanese Christians had greater freedom than they had had in centuries, the Meiji 

Constitution placed limits on religious freedom, guaranteeing freedom “within limits not 

prejudicial to peace and not antagonistic to duties as citizens.”71 Religious freedom, like most 

civil liberties in the new Japanese state, were not wholly suppressed, but rather limited and 

restricted heavily for the purposes of maintaining order at any cost. The new government would 

have only to look back a few centuries to see what happens when Christianity was left to its 

own devices, so these restrictions on religious freedoms were not wholly unjustified if the Meiji 

oligarchs saw stability as the end goal. Furthermore, the Japanese elites saw Christian 

missionary efforts as a way of manipulating “stupid commoners” into betraying their loyalties 

to traditional authorities.72

Christianity within Japan during the Meiji Era developed along a more radical path than 

70 Ibid., 67.
71 Ibid., 110.
72 Ibid., 67.
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it did in much of the West. Where Christianity served to protect the status quo in most of 

Europe, in Japan where it was a foreign religion, it worked to support numerous leftist causes 

like socialism and labor activism.73 The Meiji government's hostility towards absolute religious 

freedom then was not unjustified, in that Christianity would become something Japanese 

socialists and labor leaders would rally behind.

There was more to the story of Christianity in Japan than radicalism and unrest. As the 

First World War came to a close and the creation of a League of Nations became the talk of 

international politics, Japanese Christians overwhelmingly supported the new Wilsonian 

platform of international cooperation.74 Wilson's Fourteen Points offer a particularly Christian 

view of idealized international relations, so the League's popularity among Japanese Christians 

should come as no great surprise.

Germany's troubled relationship with its Jewish population is notorious, but to dismiss 

the crimes of the Nazis as a historical inevitability written in stone because of a flaw inherent in 

the German national character ignores the complicated history Germany had with Judaism. 

While by no means was Germany in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries a kind 

place for the Jews, one cannot simply reduce anti-Semitism to a flaw in German culture.

One possible explanation for Germany's culture of anti-Semitism during the nineteenth 

century lies in the rapid changes to German society that occurred during this period. More than 

England and to a lesser extent France, the whole of German society was undergoing massive 

changes, both politically with the rise of a unified state and economically with the rise of 

industrial capitalism. Antisemitism, while always an undercurrent in most continental European 

societies for centuries prior to the nineteenth century, transformed from being mere religious 

prejudice to something more. Anti-Semitism became both a criticism of modernity and a 

73 Ibid., 110.
74 Burkman, 97.
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heavily racialized form of prejudice, the likes of which was unfamiliar to Germany prior to this 

period.75 While anti-Semitism has undoubtedly became the signature prejudice of Germany, 

prejudice against Catholics and socialists were much more a part of the mainstream of political 

discourse than antisemitic demagoguery was, at least for a period. Furthermore, despite the fact 

anti-Semitism was a popular prejudice among many Germans, it never became expressed 

legally under Bismarck or Wilhelm II. German Jews for the most part had assimilated cleanly 

into German society.

Japan never really had a significant Jewish population, so examining Japanese attitudes 

towards Judaism is in some sense not incredibly relevant, but how Japan came to treat its small 

Jewish population reveals a pattern of relatively anti-racist policies and stances. The Japanese 

Empire did not claim dominion over any significant number of Jews until the early 1930s when 

Japan defied the League of Nations and invaded Manchuria. Manchuria had been under Russian 

control at the turn of the century. When railroad construction began in the region, a number of 

Russian Jews emigrated to the area seeking economic opportunity, most settling in a modest 

town called Harbin. Japan seized control of the area in 1931 and within a few years entered into 

an alliance with the fascist regimes of Italy and Germany. Despite pressure and questioning 

about Jews under Japanese imperial control, the Japanese Empire, an empire notorious for its 

brutality, made efforts to protect the Jewish population of Harbin.76 While Japan's apparent good 

intentions may have been more economic than ideologically motivated, nonetheless, Japan 

showed a surprising amount of decency towards Jews living in their empire and demonstrated 

Imperial Japan's willingness to resist pressure from Nazi Germany to turn Jews living in Harbin 

75 Oded Heilbronner, “From Antisemitic Peripheries to Antisemitic Centres: The Place of Antisemitism in Modern 
German History,” Journal of Contemporary History 35 no. 4 (2000), 561-562.

76 Naoki Maruyama, “Facing a Dilemma: Japan's Jewish Policy in the Late 1930s,” in War and Militarism in 
Modern Japan: Issues of History and Identity, ed. Guy Podoler. (Kent, England: University of Haifa Press, 
2009), 26.
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over.

Key to arguments about the backwardness of Germany and Japan is the assumption that 

the liberal democracies did better on a given issue. On the issues of religious diversity and 

tolerance, Germany and, to a lesser extent, Japan have garnered reputations for a degree of 

prejudice towards religious minorities. As has been discussed, this assumption is fairly well 

founded. But to leave the discussion at that ignores the histories of religious prejudice in liberal 

democracies. Just as Japan was emerging on the world scene by defeating China at Port Arthur, 

France was embroiled in a divisive political fiasco involving Jewish army officer Alfred 

Dreyfus, a scandal that brought to the surface dormant religious prejudices against Jews and 

gave anti-Semitic demagogues a place in the French political sphere. Britain's history of anti-

Catholic prejudice extended into the nineteenth century, spurred on by the Church's response 

conservative response to modernity embodied by the declaration of papal infallibility at the 

First Vatican Council, though this prejudice was largely racialized and expressed itself through 

accusations of Irish barbarism and savagery. The United States has a similar history of prejudice 

against its Catholic minority, though this like Britain it often expressed itself through a 

racialized style of discourse targeted at Irish immigrants. Issues of religious tolerance and 

pluralism are not something unique to more authoritarian states like Japan and Germany.

Conclusion

Resistance to authoritarianism helped define German and Japanese society during the 

half century prior to the Second World War. The extent to which the authoritarian regimes in 

Japan and Germany faced legitimate opposition has frequently been underestimated. While 

neither Japan nor Germany were ideal in how they went about the project of perfecting society, 

to claim they lagged significantly behind their counterparts in Britain, France, and the United 

States ignores the failings of opposition movements in those liberal democracies and 



77

understates the accomplishments of resistance movements in Japan and Germany. Furthermore, 

the cases of successful liberal democracies could be more the exception to the rule than the 

standard by which the developments of all other nations should be measured.
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Conclusion

The authoritarian modernization thesis posits that Japan and Germany developed along a 

less democratic path than did the liberal democracies of Western Europe. While Germany and 

Japan did develop differently from Britain, France, and the United States, who is to say that the 

smooth and relatively peaceful development of liberal democracy in the Anglo-American world 

is the norm? Though the path to modernity was paved with authoritarianism, so to was it paved 

with a strong liberal political culture. The triumph of the authoritarian state over liberalism was 

not a foregone conclusion for either country.

Most broadly, the authoritarian modernization thesis is problematic because it provides a 

reading of history that begins with the rise of the Nazis for Germany and the ultranationalist 

military junta in Japan and assumes such outcomes were inevitable. If nothing else, I would 

hope this work has shown that that was not the case.

Examining German and Japanese history from above reveals holes in the authoritarian 

modernization thesis's assumptions about how supposedly authoritarian states developed. In 

general Germany and Japan followed a path of relatively powerful authoritarianism early on in 

the process of state building, but gradually developed into more democratic and free societies. 

Even during Bismarck's heyday, there were strong elements of democratic government in how 

German politics operated, most notably in the presence of universal male suffrage from the day 

Germany was unified. Authoritarian government lasted longer in Japan, but ultimately was 

forced to make concessions to peasants after years of civil unrest early in the Meiji era, 

culminating in the ratification of a new  constitution and national elections in 1890. On the eve 

of the World War I, both Japan and Germany were relatively free democratic societies where 

moderate liberal voices played key roles in governance.

The flaws in the authoritarian modernization thesis become more apparent when 
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examined from below. Though Japan and Germany's governments were highly authoritarian in 

how they ruled, they could not successfully suppress opposition for long. In Germany the SPD 

enjoyed widespread popularity among working-class Germans who bought wholeheartedly into 

their agenda of socialist revolution. Though their message would soften as they won greater 

acceptance into the government, the SPD remained a key body for mobilizing working class 

opposition to the right-wing authoritarian status quo that dominated German politics during the 

early days. So serious was the threat that the SPD posed that Bismarck even gave into some of 

their demands, creating a number of social welfare programs that would uplift the German 

working class for the remainder of the Second Reich. Japan's path of resistance to 

authoritarianism took on less radical and organized forms, but nonetheless existed and disputes 

the validity of the authoritarian modernization thesis's claims of the unchecked power of 

government during this period. Early on the Meiji order was most threatened by peasant 

resistance to attempts to force modernity upon them while simultaneously depriving local 

governments of their autonomy. Political organizations like the Jiyuto demanded democracy 

and within a generation would get it, albeit with limitations. As the Meiji era drew to a close, a 

genuine democratic culture developed, featuring conservatives as well as liberals. 

Looming over this narrative of democratic government's prosperity and growth over 

time in Japan and Germany is the specter of militarism. Both Japan and Germany saw 

democracy fail at least in part because of unrest within the military, but it was not inevitable that 

militarism would contribute to the death of Japanese and German democracy. In some ways, the 

military systems in both of these nations embodied the egalitarian principles of modern liberal 

democracies. Men were chosen for positions of importance not based on birthright, but based 

on merit. Pragmatism triumphed over dogmatism in both Japan and Germany. Germany was 

dominated by the Prussian military tradition and did not experience a military revolution upon 
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unification in the same way as Japan, which saw its samurai class become divided among those 

who adapted and joined the modern military institution and those who stayed committed to the 

traditional Japanese way of war and became irrelevant.

What should be clear about Japan and Germany by now is that though the two were 

clearly unique in how they approached the process of modernization and integration into world 

politics, neither was exceptionally aggressive in how it conducted foreign policy, at least for 

most of the period in question. Though both Japan and Germany expanded outside of their 

borders and founded new colonies, imperialism was very much the norm during this time 

period, as Britain, France, and the United States all happily pursued expansionist imperial 

policies. They did so for a variety of reasons: to provide outlets for growing populations, to 

acquire resources not readily available within their borders, to expand their empire to its natural 

sphere of influence. Regardless of reasoning, the German and Japanese imperial projects were 

in line with the actions of liberal democracies.

The authoritarian modernization thesis is dangerous not merely because it overstates the 

weakness of liberalism and democracy in nations that were at one point authoritarian. Its harm 

is that it blinds us to failings of liberal democracy and silences narratives of democracy's 

shortcomings in nations like Britain and the United States. Though Germany had its Anti-

Socialist Laws, are these truly different than America's Espionage Act used during World War I 

to quell dissent? The danger in constructing an authoritarian other is that it glosses over the 

authoritarian elements of modern liberal democracy. Though there are quite clearly differences 

between how modern democracies conduct their affairs and how Imperial Germany and Meiji 

Japan at their most authoritarian conducted theirs, the point remains that the authoritarian 

modernization thesis serves a presentist narrative that glosses over weaknesses in modern 

liberal democracies. What I am arguing then is not so much that Japan and Germany were 



81

without flaw and were in fact healthy liberal democracies. That was clearly not the case; rather, 

what is true is that their flaws were deviations from an otherwise healthy development along the 

path to democracy.

Beyond the scope of this work would be an examination of other nations that did not 

develop cleanly into liberal democracies. Italy would be a natural third case study. As the third 

member of the Axis, something clearly must have gone awry during modernization according 

the reasoning of authoritarian modernization. Emerging as a unified nation in 1870, it had to put 

to rest pre-modern elements of its culture and economy and dissolve the divisions between 

Northerners and Southerners. Like Germany and Japan, a nascent democratic culture 

developed, but was ultimately trampled underfoot by the forces of fascism during the 1920s. 

Like Germany, Italy has also faced accusations of an underdeveloped bourgeoisie and a sort of 

distorted and rapid industrialization that may have led to the alternate path to modernity it 

took.77 There has been some work done on this topic, but it remains a question worth addressing 

in future discussions of the authoritarian modernization thesis.

Another possible avenue for scholarship might look at how liberal democracies avoided 

the pitfalls that befell Japan and Germany. The commonly held narrative posits a certain 

strength in the bourgeoisie and a willingness among that class to fight for its rights, but is that 

all there is to the stories of Britain, France, and the United States? Not to put to much into 

geographic determinism, but to what extent do Britain and America's relative isolation help 

them avoid the pitfalls of authoritarianism? How does this explain France's more troubled road 

to democratic government? Japan and Germany were not afforded the luxury of unifying a 

century earlier than they did. Surely the fact that the liberal democracies formed much earlier 

played a role in their success relative to Japan and Germany. Once more these questions are 

77 Paul Corner, “The Road to Fascism: An Italian Sonderweg?,” Contemporary European History 11, no. 2 (2002), 
274.



82

beyond the scope of this work, but they beg to be answered in future works in the field.

Though Japan and Germany followed an alternative road to modernity, it would clearly 

be folly to dismiss this road as wholly authoritarian. There were nuances to the Japanese and 

German case that frequently are ignored in favor of creating convenient linear narratives that 

assume modern liberal democracy is the end goal of political development. There is no 

disputing that Japan and Germany approached the project of modernity in a more authoritarian 

way than their liberal democratic counterparts, but by no means was this approach without 

elements of democracy. In some cases these democratic elements were more egalitarian and 

modern than efforts in liberal democracies at the time, such as Germany's allowance for 

universal male suffrage during its first national elections. What I argue, then, is that the labels of 

“authoritarian” and “democratic” fail to capture the intricacies of most country's political 

developments. Germany, Japan, and most countries end up falling somewhere between the two 

ends of this authoritarian/democratic spectrum.
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