From: Low, M., ed., 2005, Building Modern Japan (Palgrave: New York).

3

THE FEMALE BODY AND
EuGeENIC THOUGHT IN MEIJI JAPAN

Sumiko Otsubo

INTRODUCTION

Japan is renowned for its “selective adaptation of ideas and institutions.”?

This chapter deals with one example, the transplantation and domestication
of “eugenics.”” “Eugenics” is a term coined in 1883 by British scientist Francis
Galton to describe the notion that human genetic stock could be improved
by controlling heredity. The boundary between the “fit” who were encour-
aged to reproduce, and the “unfit” often coincided with boundaries of
“race,” gender, and class. It is thus intriguing to ask why some Japanese
chose to adopt and adhere to the Western science of eugenics, even though
it seemed to prescribe inferior status to the Japanese in a white-dominated
international “racial” hierarchy. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, Japanese leaders, aspiring to make Japan capable of competing
with industrial and “civilized” Western nations, launched comprehensive
modernization programs. Scientists were among those who eagerly partici-
pated in this process of “building a new era.”® In this context, eugenics can
be seen as a “biological” approach to this far-reaching modernization plan.
In this chapter, I explore the eugenic thought of physiologist Osawa Kenji
(1852-1927), and the ways in which scientific authorities were employed
in efforts to apply eugenic policies to society. Osawa was one of the first
scientists to systematically “medicalize” race improvement discourse,* which
had been dominated by nonmedical professionals, including Fukuzawa
Yukichi. Osawa’s ideas were pivotal in the history of eugenics in Japan
because he emphasized the female body as a strategic site in which consti-
tutional improvement of the Japanese “race” could be made. He saw
that women’s bodies could be eugenically controlled by marriage, and advo-
cated the exchange of prenuptial health certificates, prepared by qualified
physicians. In other words, he medicalized one of life’s most important events,
marriage.> Moreover, he allowed feminists, educators, and social reformers,
particularly temperance activists, to appropriate his scientific authority, hoping
that they, in return, would help him put his eugenics proposals into practice.
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As a professor of medicine at Tokyo University,® Osawa, of course, was a state
employee. By examining these two-way interactions, I demonstrate the com-
plex relationships between agents of the state and private citizens involved in
eugenic policy formulation. We can also observe a pattern of transplantation
of a foreign idea. Osawa emphasized indigenous customs, including arranged
marriage, as conducive to the Japanese adoption of eugenics. This conscious
mobilization of local practices as “traditions” is a fairly typical response to
Western-inspired modernity in Meiji Japan.

EARLY LIFE OF Osawa KENJI

Osawa Kenji was born to the family of a Shinto priest in 1852. His name by
birth was Obayashi Ukonji. As a child, Ukonji was adopted by Osawa
Genryt, a medical doctor who had been trained in European medicine in
Nagasaki and was serving the local Mikawa domain lord in modern day Aichi
prefecture. Before leaving for Edo (present day Tokyo) in 1866, Kenji
received a samurai education—he studied Confucian classics at a domain
school—since the Osawa belonged to the warrior class. Political disturbances,
which led to the breakdown of the traditional Tokugawa order and the estab-
lishment of the modern Meiji government (the 1868 Meiji Restoration),
interrupted Osawa’s study at the Shogunal Institute of European Medicine, in
the capital city of Edo. Yet, he managed to resume training at the same school
after it was taken over by the new Meiji government. In 1870, Meiji leaders
sent Osawa, along with 13 other students, to Europe. He pursued his study
in medicine at Berlin University. There he took Hermann von Helmholtz’s
physics and Emil du Bois-Reymond’s physiology classes. Although the
government wanted him to study pharmacology, du Bois-Reymond’s class
further stimulated Osawa’s interest in physiology, which he had developed
while reading imported textbooks in Tokyo. Because of a government policy
change, he was called home in 1874 before completing his doctoral study.
After a few years of teaching physics and physiology as an instructor at
Tokyo University, he resigned the post to finish his postgraduate study in
Europe, 1878-1882. This time he specialized in physiology at Strassburg
University.” He chose Strassburg because the hired foreign (oyatoi gaikokujin)
physiologist at Tokyo University, Ernst Tiegel, recommended his former
teachers. At Strassburg, he studied closely with the medical chemist Felix
Hoppe-Seyler and physiologist Friedlich Leopold Geoltz. Osawa’s disserta-
tion research was a neurophysiological study concerned with transmission in
dogs’ spinal cords.

Upon returning home in 1882, 30-year-old Osawa was immediately
appointed Professor of Physiology of the Faculty of Medicine at Tokyo
University. He replaced Tiegel as holder of the chair of physiology. As his
interest in hygiene grew, Osawa also taught that subject during this time.
He also organized an interdisciplinary medical study group whose members,
mostly professors, exchanged new knowledge acquired by reading the most
recent Western journals in their respective fields. Even after his retirement
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from Tokyo in 1915, he continued to publish many articles and books
concerning a wide array of topics such as diet, digestion, excretion, hunger,
development of various senses, reproduction, heredity, anesthesia, drinking,
and sexology before his death in 1927. During his tenure, Osawa assumed
numerous important positions both within and outside the university,
including deanship of the Faculty of Medicine, and membership in the House
of Peers by Imperial decree (chokusen kizokuin giin).® Some of his articles
advocated meat eating (formerly proscribed by Buddhist teachings) and
improvement of the human bodily constitution. These articles reflected the
optimistic belief that conscious effort could ameliorate the Japanese body’s
appearance (i.e., size and shape) as well as capability (i.c., speed, power, and
endurance). As such, they embodied the Meiji reform spirit applied to
customs and morals.

TAKAHASHI YOSHIO’S
RACE IMPROVEMENT THEORY

Beginning in the 1880s, the theory of evolution captivated the thinking of
Meiji intellectuals.” The theory served as a scientific endorsement for the
notion that the body was open to biological reconstruction; and in this context,
the message of eugenics was attractive. Indeed, as early as 1881, two years
before Francis Galton coined the term “cugenics,” the prominent promoter
of Western ideas, educator, and journalist Fukuzawa Yukichi, commented
on Francis Galton’s study concerning inheritance of talents.!® In 1884,
Fukuzawa’s protégé, Takahashi Yoshio, published Japan’s first book on race
betterment, Nihon jinshu kairyoron [On the improvement of the Japanese
race|. Here Takahashi discussed how to improve the Japanese race and pro-
posed different approaches to achieve this goal. He supported his arguments
with the theories of many Western scholars, including those of Francis
Galton. But he did so without referring to the newly invented term, “cugen-
ics,” which means “well-birth science” in Greek. In addition to emphasizing
the reform of physical education, clothing, diet, and housing, Takahashi sug-
gested intermarriage between the Japanese and “whites.” After presenting
the statistical data of physical size among different nationals, he showed that
an average Japanese was shorter and lighter than an average (white)
Westerner; and the cranial size of the Mongoloid was smaller than that of the
Caucasoid, implying that the former’s mental capacity might be inferior to
the latter’s. As a quick remedy to the “undesirable” Japanese body, Takahashi
suggested the “crossbreeding” of the two “races.”

Takahashi’s proposal provoked nationalistic reactions from some of Japan’s
leading men of learning, including a professor of philosophy at Tokyo
University, Inoue Tetsujiro, and the president of the same institution, Kato
Hiroyuki. The debate over the Japanese version of “whitening” took place in
the context of Japan’s aspiration for equality with the West.!! Along with
the establishment of tariff autonomy and elimination of extraterritorial
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jurisdiction, the Japanese were discussing whether or not they should allow
Westerners to live with the Japanese outside of the designated treaty ports
where Westerners had been confined. While pro-Westernization advocates,
including Takahashi, supported mixed residence, which would result in
the increase of “crossbreeding,” others, such as Kato and Inoue, were more
cautious. Thus the latter group argued that, from a social Darwinist perspec-
tive, the Japanese, as the less “civilized” people at least for the moment, were
likely to lose out to more advanced Westerners both commercially as well as
biologically. Kato was particularly alarmed by the possible disappearance of
the “pure” (“junsui naru”) Japanese race. The popularity of the pro-mixed
residence arguments peaked around the mid-1880s but declined and
came under severe criticism during the reactionary intellectual climate of the
late 1880s.12

This mixed marriage /residence debate clearly showed that some Japanese
felt they were “racially” inferior to Westerners. Though many were anxious
to “improve” the Japanese body, Takahashi’s approach, which denied the
preservation of the existing Japanese identity, was adamantly rejected. But
Takahashi’s radical proposal spurred more serious discussion about race
improvement based on the idea of controlling heredity through marriage.
While environmental approaches such as better nutrition, clothing, and
living conditions coincided with (middle class) women’s expanding sphere of
influence at home, the notion of reproductive race betterment truly brought
to the fore the role of women in this important reform movement.!3

Except for Erwin von Baelz, the Tokyo University professor who taught
internal medicine and pathology between 1873 and 1902, few medical or
biological experts were actively involved in the debate. However, it is unlikely
that the controversy started by Takahashi Yoshio went unnoticed by Osawa,
who had just returned from Germany. First, the president of the university
for which Osawa worked was a major participant in the debate. President
Kato expressed his view on a high profile occasion, a speech at the Tokyo
Academy, and his response to Takahashi’s view of the Kato speech was
printed in Toyo gakugei zasshi, a respected journal modeled after Britain’s
Nature!* Second, Takahashi’s race improvement approach touched on
Osawa’s own research subjects of diet and reproduction.

BoDILY IMPROVEMENT
AND THE FEMALE BoDy

Osawa Kenji began writing about marriage in 1890. However, it was only in
1904 that Osawa began to advocate bodily improvement (zaishitsu kairyo)
through selective breeding, and stress the significance of the female body in
this process. The years between the mid-1880s and 1904 saw several changes
worthy of attention. First, the German cytologist August Weismann
(University of Freiburg) in 1883 provided evidence antagonistic to the notion
that acquired characteristics are inheritable. Weismann argued that germ
plasm (sperm and egg cell nuclei) could not be affected by the environment,
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and was completely isolated from somatic (or body) cells, which could be.
Weismann’s doctrine of the “continuity of the germ plasm” and the Mendelian
laws, which were rediscovered in 1900, reinforced each other in explaining
the phenomenon of heredity. Heredity now became the subject of intensive
scrutiny by biologists.

Second, the Japanese government began incorporating the official gender
ideology of “good wife, wise mother” into the curriculum of secondary schools
for girls after Japan’s military victory over China in 1895. Third, educator
Naruse Jinzo, dedicated to promoting higher education for women, elaborated
on the official ideal of womanhood, and argued that women’s physical and
mental quality would have a direct impact on future generations of Japanese.
Thus, in his 1895 book, Joshi kyoiku [Women’s education], Naruse explained
that a scientific approach to producing mentally, physically, and morally “fit”
women would be crucial for Japan’s nation-building. Naruse’s far-reaching
fund-raising campaigns, which drew support from prominent politicians of
the day, finally paid oft when his brainchild, Japan Women’s College ( Nibon
Joshi Daigakko), was established in 1901.

Meanwhile the government had founded a teacher training college for
women in 1875, and a few other private “women’s colleges” opened in
1900. They specialized in English, medicine, or art education. These colleges
started with only a few faculty members, including the founders, and several
students. The Japan Women’s College, also a private institution, greatly
differed from other colleges for women in that, from the beginning, the
College was able to provide a well-diversified and well-balanced liberal arts
education. It was made possible because Naruse enthusiastically recruited
about 50 qualified teachers including Osawa Kenji, who taught physiology at
the College between 1901 and 1921.15

Fourth, after five years of study in animal and human anatomy at the
University of Freiburg, which was a stronghold of the scientification of
eugenic theories,'® Osawa’s adopted son, Gakutaro (1863-1920), returned
home with his German wife, Julia Meyer, to assume a professorship at
Tokyo University in 1898. In addition to his scholarly works, Gakutard also
wrote essays on Japanese women.!” The earlier debate over mixed marriage
began to bear personal implications for Osawa Kenji. Considering that Kenji
began teaching at the Japan Women’s College, it was likely that women’s
issues became a frequent topic of discussion between father and son.
Furthermore, while it was certainly likely that the father received up-to-date
biological and medical theories from Germany through the son who took
August Weismann’s course, among others, the older Osawa had a first-hand
opportunity to get reacquainted with European biomedical communities in
1901. He presented a paper at the International Congress of Physiology in
Turin, Italy, and another at the International Congress of Zoology at
Berlin.!® Professionalization of eugenics in Europe did not immediately
follow Galton’s invention of the term “eugenics” in the 1880s. Rather, the
professionalization, which replaced the preceding “liberal and secular cultural
movement,” began taking shape about the time that Osawa revisited Berlin.
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This led to the institutionalization of eugenics as evidenced by the founding
of the Racial Hygiene Society in Berlin in 1905 and the Eugenics Education
Society in London in 1907.1°

Osawa Kenji’s 1904 work, Shakaiteki eisei taishitsu kairyoron [On the
improvement of human bodily constitution from a social hygienic perspective],
reflected the scientific and intellectual developments of the preceding two
decades. He utilized newly available statistics in Europe and Japan, and
identified what kind of diseases and problems would be harmful. His use of
the term shakai eisei, its focus on the degeneration of “civilized” people in
a domestic context, as well as many of his statistics and examples from works
by German theorists?® seem to indicate that the book drew inspiration from
the contemporary German notion of Soziallygiene.?! Indeed, despite its title
containing the word “kairyo” (improvement), the book was more concerned
with the prevention of degeneration than betterment per se. He was convinced
that a civilization, after reaching maturity, tends to decline because of racial
degeneration.?? In the second half of the nineteenth century, many European
specialists, especially in criminal anthropology and psychiatry, noted the
paradoxical nature of civilization—“science and economic progress might be
the catalyst of, as much as the defense against, physical and social pathology.”??
Like them, Osawa believed the mechanism of natural selection (the survival
of the fittest) no longer worked in a modern society because modern medical
care artificially extended the lives of the weak, who were naturally “unfit” for
survival, and helped them produce offspring with “unfit” genes. Moreover, it
was believed that “[m]oral decadence, chronic discases like tuberculosis,
venereal diseases and alcoholism, crime and deviant social behaviour—which
included merely having two children or less,” frequently observed in “civi-
lized” societies, were considered factors contributing to racial degeneration.?*

Overtly concerned with the possible decline of the human race by the
breakdown of natural selection, Osawa classified people into four general
categories: those who were fit to have intercourse (kosetsu tekisha); those who
were not (kosetsu futekisha); those who were fit to reproduce (seishoku
tekisha); and those who were not (seishokn futekisha). Certain diseases such as
tuberculosis, leprosy, syphilis, and gonorrhea would spread through inter-
course. While the carriers of diseases would ruin the health of their sexual
partners, people who were too young or too old would harm their own
bodies. Intercourse would cause pain for those with sexual organs that were
underdeveloped or had stopped functioning properly, or became deformed
after menopause.?® Although this applied to both men and women, Osawa
noted that women were subject to more restrictions. Women should refrain
from having sex when in periods of menstruation, puerperium, or lactation,
because, for example, if a nursing woman had intercourse, her body might
stop lactating. During pregnancy, women should not have sex, or at least
reduce the frequency, Osawa explained, because copulation might induce
miscarriage or inflict other types of damage on the fetus.?°

In his discussion on reproductive fitness, Osawa further differentiated the
female body from the male body. The birth of a healthy child requires three
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components: a perfect sperm cell, a flawless egg cell, and a mother’s robust
body.?” Women, associated with two of the three, obviously had a greater role
in reproduction. Concerns with the overall quality of children, which had
serious implications for the future of the nation, brought medical attention
to the female body. Osawa concluded that undesirable intercourse and
reproduction could be controlled by education, laws, and contraceptive
methods such as condoms and spermicide.?® To avoid the spousal and trans-
generational spread of diseases, Osawa proposed the prenuptial exchange of
health certificates.?” This proposal attests to the remarkably current nature of
Osawa’s knowledge. In the same year (1904) when Osawa wrote this, it was
recorded that Francis Galton’s paper provoked discussion on the desirability
of prospective bridegrooms to obtain medically certified documents in
England. In Germany, the League for the Protection of Mothers and Sexual
Reform and the Monist League, both founded in 1905, advocated marriage
health certificates, which led to a legislative effort during World War 1.3

Osawa’s arguments regarding intercourse and reproductive fitness could
be applied to any other “civilized” society. They were more universal than
nationalistic. Yet, he did touch on a few local conditions, peculiar to Japan.
He observed that many middle- to upper-class women in Europe regrettably
avoided breast-feeding for aesthetic reasons and instead used alternative
artificial (meaning nonhuman) milk, which made their children’s constitution
more likely to be inferior. The use of artificial milk was not yet widespread
in Japan.?! Another favorable custom (among upper-class Japanese) was
premarital detective investigation to check for the presence of diseases such
as tuberculosis and leprosy in the prospective spouse’s family. These diseases
were considered contaminants to the family blood and lincage. As the
Tokugawa orders restricting the change of hereditary professions and
residences were lifted, conducting this kind of detective work became steadily
more difficult.??

MEDICALIZATION OF MARRIAGE
AND THE FEMALE BoDy

Three years after he published the Taishitsu kairyoron, Osawa wrote
Seirigaknjo yovi mitaru fugin no honbun [ The duty of women from the physi-
ological point of view] in 1908. As the title indicates, in this work he intensi-
fied his attention to women and their bodies as a crucial object for successful
implementation of the bodily improvement theory. This rather brief book??
was soon expanded into a 584 page volume, Tsizoku kekkon shinsetsu [ Popular
new theory on marriage]. It was originally printed as a series entitled “Kofukn
naru kekkonho” [ “Ways to ensure a happy marriage”] in the Hochi newspaper
and was soon revised and published in book form in 1909. In her article
“Marriage, the Newspaper Business, and the Nation-State,” Kathryn Ragsdale
examines popular romance fiction featuring married female protagonists,
a new genre known as the domestic novel, which became common between
the Sino- and Russo-Japanese wars (1895-1904). She points out that, in
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the late Meiji period, newspaper editors discovered the importance of
female readership for expanding their sales, and began printing the serialized
domestic novel. Osawa’s “Kofuku naru kekkonho” appeared in the Hochi in
this context. The Hocki and its detective agency that would investigate the
prospective husband’s and wife’s individual and family background, promoted
Osawa’s scientific gospel concerning marriage. The agency sold Osawa’s
marriage guidebook in its office and stressed its own capacity to ferret out
health information. Thus, Osawa’s books on bodily improvement, mark not
only the scientification of eugenic theories and medicalization of marriage,
but also the commercialization and popularization of race improvement
through matrimony.**

In the introduction of the Tsiazoku kekkon shinsetsu, Osawa stated that the
primary objective of living organisms was to perpetuate their species through
reproduction. Humans were no exception. They would achieve this goal by
marriages that would determine the fortunes and misfortunes of individuals
and families as well as the rise and decline of Japan. Many young men and
women had no idea of what was at stake in choosing mates. Especially when
they made hasty decisions driven by the temporary passions of love, their
marriages tended to result in various health problems among family members,
including children. Osawa wrote this book as a scientific guide for marriage
in the modern era.®

Elsewhere he also told readers that marriage could harm the body in
different ways. For instance, diseases such as venereal discases and tuberculosis
would be transmitted between husband and wife. The serious nature of
health problems was obvious because the mental and physical conditions of
both parents would influence the quality of children.?® Although the title and
the introduction were not particularly gender-specific, the main text of the
book clearly intended to offer insights mainly for young single educated
women who were preparing to marry. Objectification of the female body was
justified because women were more likely to become victims of ailments
caused by bad marriages. In a patriarchal society like Japan, a (middle to
upper class) woman upon marriage was generally expected to leave her own
home and move into the husband’s. The new wife had to deal with unfamiliar
customs, including having sex, in the new environment surrounded by
unsympathetic strangers. Moreover, she had to submit to the authority of the
husband as well as to those of the father- and mother-in-law. Together with
the belief that the female nervous system was more sensitive, the greater
stress level on women tended to have a negative impact on women’s health.
Women were more susceptible to health problems when they went through
pregnancy and birth.3” Compared with nineteenth-century French medical
doctor Gustave Le Bon, who had maintained that women were both psycho-
logically and physiologically sensitive to civil strife in general,® Osawa’s
emphasis on the connection between the Japanese family system and the
mental and physical stress on women is notable. Like European theorists,
Osawa considered women “a crucial agent of degeneration either . . . by
bringing new pathological cases into the world or . . . by failing to reproduce
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in sufficient quantity healthy children for the nation.” However, because
the readers of his book were expected to be middle to upper class women,
Osawa focused more on women’s ability to control the quality of offspring
than the danger presented by “unfit” mothers. In the first section of the
Tsiizoku kekkon shinsetsu, Osawa stated:

[E]ducation for women should aim at producing morally, mentally, and physically
“fit” women. These . . . fit women serve as the most important mechanism to
improve our racial stock . . . or the Yamato minzokn [Japanese race]. . . . [T]he
improvement of humans requires men and women of superior quality, which
I will explain in the following chapters. . . . To be frank from the standpoint of
racial stock improvement, it is actually desirable that those women without
much education and cultivation—thus they were close to animals—give birth
to few children. However, we would like women of superior quality with
education and cultivation to have as many children as possible.*

The boundary between “fit” and “unfit” women as described above is defined
by whether or not they had received higher education, which was deemed to
guarantee morally, mentally, and physically improved women.*! The improved
qualities acquired by a mother’s education would then be transmitted to their
children genetically. This optimistic two-step approach closely resonated with
educator Naruse Jinz0’s race improvement view presented in the 1890s.

To support his view, Osawa discussed various genetic theories, which
made their appearance after the rediscovery of Mendel’s Laws. Unlike August
Weismann, who thought only egg and sperm cell nuclei could transmit
parents’ characteristics to their children, Osawa believed that egg and sperm
cells as a whole (each cell was made up of a cell nucleus [kakx] and proto-
plasm [ genkeishitsu]) served to transmit inheritable qualities. Osawa accepted
Weismann’s theory of the continuity of germ plasm. The Japanese physiologist,
however, disagreed with the German biologist in that the former believed
protoplasm could be affected by environment. Thus, Osawa postulated that
environment (e.g., nutrition or substances) would affect protoplasm, which
would then influence cell nuclei. In short, his conviction that one could
improve the female body through physical exercise and better nutrition and
hygiene was based on this genetic view.*? His distinction between congeni-
talness (senten) and posteriority (koten) reflected his theoretical understand-
ing of heredity. He specified that while congenitalness meant transmission of
parents’ characteristics to their children before fertilization, posteriority
meant the transmission of characteristics after fertilization.

Osawa believed that congenitalness depended on two basic patterns. First,
when human reproductive organs were developing, egg and sperm cells
(both cell nuclei and protoplasm in Osawa’s understanding) were susceptible
to changes in the nervous system, which controlled reproductive functions.
Thus, malnutrition, immaturity, senility, or excessive drinking would affect
egg and sperm cells. Second, after they completed their development but
before fertilization, their egg and sperm cells could be influenced by the
parent’s consumption of various substances, including alcohol.*3 Osawa’s
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interest in physiology was concerned with nutrition, growth, reproduction,
motion, senses, and mental activities, and thus made him attentive to
constitution or race improvement theory.** His theoretical understanding
catered to the assumption that physiology could improve an inferior physique
and serve to better the human species. Osawa, a trained physiologist, was
thus responsible for medicalizing race or constitution improvement theory.
This is extremely important considering the fact that another physiologist
Nagai Hisomu (1876-1957), Osawa’s successor at Tokyo, later emerged
as Japan’s most prominent eugenicist. He popularized eugenic theories,
promoted eugenic research and policies, organized scholarly and popular
eugenic associations, and lobbied for the enactment of the 1940 National
Eugenics Law.*> An equally significant point is that Osawa’s optimistic view
of heredity allowed the Japanese to believe in efforts to improve their bodies
within the framework of science. Healthy lifestyles led by young adults,
whose egg or sperm cells were already mature and waiting for fertilization,
amounted to quality control over the nation’s population. This rejection of
outright biological determinism, albeit not uniquely Japanese, explains why
some Japanese embraced eugenics. Their sensitivity about their apparent
physical inferiority, evidenced in the earlier mixed marriage debate, fueled
interest in eugenics, rather than rejection of it.

Another characteristic of this book was its emphasis on the Yamato
minzoku, as distinct from Westerners. This element hardly existed in the
1904 Tuishitsu kairyoron, which discussed bodily improvement in a more
universal, and biological, but less nationalistic, and cultural sense. In his
Tsizoku kekkon shinsetsu, Osawa called Japan the country of gods (Shinkokn)
and argued that the family system and the samurai spirit (&ushido) were essen-
tial in shaping the Japanese.*® Mental activity was part of physiology, as Osawa
understood it. Thus, the samurai tradition of bushido, based on self-sacrificing
loyalty to the master, became a physiological subject. In addition, the purity
(jumketsu) of the minzoku, ancestor worship, Confucianism, and Buddhism
formed the uniquely Japanese altruistic spirit. He also stressed that the
Japanese, as descendants of an unbroken line of rulers, were united through
the worship of their common ancestors, the imperial clan.

Women’s concept of bushido, spiritual conscience or reinoteki ryoshin, was
seen by Osawa as suppressing their self-serving, animal-like sexual desire
(dobutsuteki seiyokn) for the good of others.*” As such, it needed to be pre-
served. He discouraged “fit” women from pursuing Western-inspired free
love (jiyn ren’ni).*s He associated free love with primal sexual instinct and
condemned it as a force destructive to the family state; he implicitly defended
the framework of the traditional upper class custom of arranged marriage.
Its mechanism of choosing the most suitable spouse for one’s daughter or
son was definitely compatible with the notion of race improvement through
controlling heredity. Modern changes in the traditional institution of marriage
created a new standard of spousal selection. Now “biological” fitness was
added as the most important consideration to ensure happy arranged marriages
and the continuation of a family line. Healthy couples without hereditary or
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infectious diseases were likely to produce physically “fit” children. Educated
parents were expected to stay away from possible health hazards. Osawa did
not embrace everything Western, nor did he dismiss everything traditionally
Japanese. He found certain indigenous practices useful as foundations for
“transplanting” eugenics in Japan. His eugenics represented a “hybrid” reinter-
pretation of Western and Japanese cultures, not a mere transfer of original
eugenics to a new environment.

One sees a striking difference in tone between the Taishitsu kairyoron
(1904) and the Kekkon shinsetsu (1909). While the former discussed bodily
improvement in general, the latter presented a much more “racialized” view
in the context of social Darwinist, imperialist competition. When “yellow”
Japan defeated “white” Russia in 1905, many Asian and African peoples of
color colonized by the “white” Europeans and Americans were inspired by
this victory. At the same time, the erosion of their “racial” supremacy
alarmed the “white” imperialists (the “yellow scare”).*’ The heightened inter-
est in “racial” competition and the military spirit that existed immediately
after the Russo-Japanese war were evident in the Kekkon shinsetsu. Osawa’s
constitution/race improvement writings thus represent a dramatic shift from
the early Meiji “catch-up” spirit of “the reform of customs and morals” to the
late Meiji mentality of nationalism, which resulted from Japan’s emergence as
a colonial power competing against Western rivals.>*

INTERACTIONS BETWEEN THE MEDICAL
AUTHORITIES AND SOCIAL REFORMERS

Osawa developed his “scientific” race improvement ideas and promoted
them in his interactions with individuals outside the medical profession in the
Meiji (1868-1912) and Taisho (1912-1926) periods. First, employment at
Naruse Jinzd’s Japan Women’s College gave him direct and regular
opportunities to speak to female college students about the transgenerational
implications of their bodies. Osawa’s awareness of women’s potentially
instrumental role in diffusing “modern” hygienic concepts led him to give
occasional lectures at meetings of the Greater Japan Private Women’s
Hygienic Association even before the turn of the century. Yet, as noted, his
involvement in the discussions about bodily improvement through marriage
became much more active after he started work at the College in 1901. After
its founding, Naruse focused on expanding the curriculum and operations.
When a new educational law opened the way for some qualified colleges
(senmon gakko) to become universities, Naruse aspired to elevate his college.
To convince the public that his school deserved to become a university,
he announced a school expansion plan in 1917. He proposed to add a faculty
of medicine, including a department of race improvement (jinshu kairyo
yakka), to the Japan Women’s College. Both in school and public lectures, as
well as publications of articles and books by Osawa greatly contributed to
legitimizing the college’s claim that it was already committed to improving
the nation’s genetic quality.
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One of the students who responded to the calls of Osawa and Naruse was
Hiratsuka Raicho, who would become the most prominent Japanese feminist
in the twentieth century. She majored in home economics at the Japan
Women’s College between 1903 and 1906. This home economics program
was likely the best science education available for women in the country at
that time.®! When women were still denied even participation in political
meetings, Hiratsuka attempted to establish Japan’s first eugenic law in 1919.
Her daring proposal sought to prevent men (but not women) infected with
venereal diseases from getting married. Existing scholarly writing often
emphasizes that Hiratsuka was inspired by Swedish feminist Ellen Key’s
motherhood ideology, to which she was exposed in the 1910s.>? Yet, one
should take into account the fact that Hiratsuka was a student of Osawa’s
when he first suggested marriage restriction against the venereally diseased in
his 1904 Taishitsu kairyoron. Furthermore, like Osawa, she also promoted
the use of prenuptial health certificates. Criticized for her gender-specific
approach to male marriageability as outlined in the petition draft, Hiratsuka,
for political reasons, needed to revise the draft and looked to Osawa for
advice. This is wholly appropriate, for, in his 1909 Kekkon shinsetsu, he had
delineated three approaches to marriage: individualistic (kojinteki), racial
(jinshuteki), and social (shakaiteki).>3

In the first type, individuals were responsible for choosing their marriage
partners (love marriage). Osawa was opposed to this because young people
tended to make the most important decision of their lives driven by sexual
desire, disregarding crucial conditions such as physical fitness and education
levels. The opposite extreme was racial marriage. Its primary objective was to
improve race (jinshu kairyo). It could be achieved when the state intervened
in the lives of individuals: the “fit” were allowed to marry, but the “unfit”
were not. Osawa admitted that he had supported this approach in Taishitsu
kairyoron (1904) and classified the “insane,” “imbecilic,” those with syphilis
or gonorrhea, alcoholism, epilepsy, or genetic diseases, as “unfit.” Although
he used the term “racial ( jinshuteki),” his writing did not explicitly imply com-
petition between the Japanese “race (minzoku)” and other “races (minzokun).”
By “finshu,” it seems that he meant state supervision and intervention.**

By 1909, however, he had abandoned the racial approach and had begun
advocating the social approach, which was a combination of the individualistic
and the racial. The racial approach was ineffective when people reproduced out-
side the marriage institution. In the social strategy, individual freedom was to be
respected as much as possible and individuals were responsible for whatever
decision they made. However, at times, the state needed to interfere with indi-
vidual freedom in order to improve national health (kokumin no kenko). What
Osawa had in mind was for the state to order physicians to prepare health
certificates for those about to marry. If any mental or physical problem were
detected, the state would prohibit their marriage and sterilize them so that they
would not do harm to the state by producing undesirable offspring. Osawa
compared the state with a human body. If one were starving, he or she would
lose fat, muscles, glands, and bones while maintaining the basic weight of the
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brain, spinal cord, and heart, which were essential for survival. Like this
“natural” mechanism of the body, the welfare of the state (i.e., brain and heart)
had to be prioritized over the freedom of individuals (i.e., fat, muscles, etc.).5
Osawa thus identified himself as a “statist” (kokka shugi 0 hozuru mono).>

Hiratsuka’s original proposal called for men to present a document
guaranteeing their venereal-disease-free status to their prospective brides-to-be
before marriage. Sanctions would be imposed on men who got married while
concealing a venereal disease. After incorporating Osawa’s advice, which
was obviously based on the social approach explained in Kekkon shinsetsu,
Hiratsuka expanded her proposed law to cover not only regular marriage, but
also de facto marriage (jijitsukon), to minimize the births of children to
parents carrying venereal diseases.®”

The collaboration between Osawa and Hiratsuka, who was known as
a frivolous, radical woman tainted by scandals, including a suicide attempt,
alcohol consumption at bars, and public debate on such taboo topics as
abortion and sexuality, was a strange one. After all, Hiratsuka was a feminist
who questioned patriarchal societal norms and such authorities as the state
and the father. She was against any arranged marriage that subordinated
women’s interests to family welfare. Moreover, she chose to have children
without marrying her partner. Osawa, on the other hand, advocated modified
arranged marriage for cugenic purposes and viewed illegitimate children
negatively.’® As long as Hiratsuka used eugenic reasoning, however, Osawa
found her legislative initiative useful for implementing his race improvement
policy. And he was willing to endorse her project in the public media.?® At
the same time, Osawa’s support was a valuable asset for Hiratsuka. His pres-
tige as a Tokyo University professor, and his medical expertise, legitimized
her effort to protect middle-class women from diseases carried by their
potential mates.

In a society where the notion of “men’s predominance over women”
(danson jobi) dominated, and the belief that only men’s characters would
affect children’s because women merely served as “borrowed wombs” was
generally accepted, Osawa’s view was quite revolutionary and attractive to
Hiratsuka. Furthermore, Osawa urged that single women be informed so
that they could choose their future husbands and produce biologically
desirable children, an important task for nation-building. In other words,
he encouraged “fit” women to pursue postsecondary education and assume
an active and assertive part in marriage decisionmaking. Considering that
opportunities for higher education then were virtually monopolized by men,
and middle class women were seen as virtuous if they displayed signs of
submissiveness, obedience, and docility, his eugenic ideas were potentially
instrumental in redefining women’s narrowly prescribed role.

One of the members of the House of Representatives who introduced
Hiratsuka’s petition in 1920 was Nemoto Sho. He was another of the social
reformers who collaborated with Osawa. Nemoto was an American trained
temperance activist in Japan. When Osawa’s lecture on the degenerative
harm of alcohol and preventive measures was printed in the Hochs newspaper
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in 1907, Nemoto, editor of the temperance magazine Kuni no hikari [ Light
of our land], was quick to reprint the article to justify the temperance claim
of using “scientific authority.”%® Beginning in 1898, Nemoto was elected to
parliament ten times. Between 1901 and 1922, he submitted a bill to restrict
minors from drinking alcohol 19 times. Although the House of Representatives
had begun approving the temperance bill in 1908, the Peers kept rejecting
it.! During this time of frustration, Osawa, himself a member of the House
of Peers, gave a speech in support of the temperance bill; the physiologist
cautioned the reluctant members of the House of Peers in 1910 that
unrestricted drinking would have a negative impact on the Japanese state
(kokka), people (jinmin), and race (jinshu).

Osawa Kenji’s relationship with Naruse Jinzo, Hiratsuka Raicho, and
Nemoto Sho can be seen as part of an ongoing pattern. Like Hiratsuka, who
wanted to improve the well-being of women, Christian social reformers
hoped to reduce the misery caused by addiction to alcohol. Likewise, Naruse
wished to promote higher education for women. They advocated eugenics as
a strategy for legitimizing their causes and saw alliances with Osawa, who had
scientific authority, as beneficial. Osawa, too, found the collaboration with
social activists helpful in converting his eugenic plan into reality. Although
he was exposed to Western values through his study abroad and scientific
inquiries, Osawa was a politically conservative statist who upheld distinctly
Japanese “traditions” such as the imperial institution, family system, arranged
marriage, and the way of warriors, especially after the Russo-Japanese war.
He believed in state intervention into people’s everyday lives and people’s
cooperation with the state, which would result in “racial” well-being. He was
neither a liberal Christian nor an enthusiastic feminist. He never attempted to
open prestigious Tokyo University to female students nor did he support the
upgrading of women’s colleges to universities. In spite of rather opposing
ideologies, the man of medicine and the social reformers decided to work
together for practical reasons.

In addition to illuminating the eugenic appeal to people with a broad range
of social, political, and religious views at the time, this essay challenges the
common perception of the relationship between the state and the people.
Many historians contend that, because Japan, compared with some Western
nation-states, started its modernization relatively late, the government took
charge of active industry-building by training experts and allocating financial
resources instead of waiting for private businesses to evolve. This strong
government leadership is said to have been accepted because of the traditional
prestige and authority associated with the official sector (kan). Many observe
that the same top-down policymaking structure has defined modern Japanese
society.®® Many Marxist scholars have drawn attention to how people have
been marginalized by eugenic laws. Some examine men and women judged as
mentally or physically unfit who were considered for such negative eugenic
measures as sterilization and quarantine.®* And others find that women’s
bodies became the targets of state control.%® These studies tend to portray the
government as the agent objectifying and victimizing ordinary people’s bodies.
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As far as eugenic legislative efforts were concerned, however, prior to the
enactment of the 1940 National Eugenics Law, private individuals such as
feminists and Christian social reformers started many movements. They
wanted the government to restrict people’s bodies. Naruse Jinzo’s case was
not a legislative effort; but he wanted the government, more precisely
Ministry of Education officials, to see that his college was qualified to attain
university status and used the potential utility of women in conjunction with
the new science of eugenics to try to achieve his goal. Osawa can be seen as
part of the Government since he was employed by a state university and
served as a member of the House of Peers. Yet, even he was unable to legalize
his eugenic policies and sought private activists” organized support. Well into
the 1930s, the government was attracted by the general eugenic message of
improving the quality of the Japanese population, but many officials
remained decidedly unenthusiastic about actually establishing eugenic policies.
This was so because they were difficult to implement, their effects were
uncertain, and above all, they were long-term investments (taking genera-
tions to get results). Japan could not afford spending its limited resources in
the face of other problems that required immediate actions. Christian
temperance activist Nemoto Sho too was a member of the House of
Representatives.®® Even though the lower house was a part of the state
legislature, there were many instances in which the upper house and the
lower house, as well as the Cabinet and the lower house, had conflicting
views that were difficult to reconcile. In fact, Representatives promoting
cugenic bills in the 1930s once lamented that few bills proposed by the lower
house were ever enacted. Bureaucrats formulated the majority of laws.%”
Contrary to the popular image that the state monolithically and eagerly
imposed the eugenic laws on the people, various eugenic legislative move-
ments can also be seen as private citizens’ efforts to convince a reluctant
“state” to take control of Japanese bodies. To negotiate with the unwilling
“state” more effectively, social reformers with varied agendas strategically and
pragmatically mobilized the medical and scientific authority, which Osawa
represented. Osawa’s willingness to work with the social reformers came from
his understanding that a combination of state intervention and voluntarism (or
what he called the “social” approach) would be the best way to counteract
degeneration in the modern era.

CONCLUSION

Examination of Osawa Kenji’s prescriptive eugenic writings and involvement
in social causes illuminates why a physiologist became involved in the
medicalization of constitution/race improvement theory in Meiji Japan.
His physiological interest in diet and reproduction, and a national obsession
for reforming customs and morals led him to look into the science of
race improvement. His interpretation of heredity allowed a greater role for
physical exercise and learning in controlling population quality. He rejected
strict biological determinism that disregarded the impact of physical training
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and education. Especially because the Japanese were anxious to correct their
self-defined physical inferiority, eugenics attracted the attention of some
Japanese. Osawa’s training in physiology had much to do with his early
leadership in bodily improvement movements. Osawa’s basic medical (kiso
igakn) research interest bordered biology (zoology) and medicine, as we
have seen in his dissertation on dogs’ spinal cords and his participation in the
zoological conference in Berlin. Historian of science, Suzuki Zenji, saw that
there was a relative lack of interest in eugenics among Japanese biologists.
While the first generation of Japanese geneticists, mostly working on rice and
silkworms, operated in the framework of the faculty of agriculture and were
not funded to extend their research to humans, no other medical specialists
were able to conduct sophisticated experimental research using human
subjects either.%® Only in the 1910s did biologists and medical experts begin
to actively participate in discussions on eugenics.

This chapter also shows Osawa’s crucial role in diffusing race improvement
theory by medicalizing an important life event, namely marriage. His under-
standing of emerging genetic and evolution theories led him to notice the
validity of the female body in race improvement. His “hybrid” eugenics,
which included such elements as the promotion of the Japanese family system
and arranged marriage, and emphasis on the home as women’s sphere of
influence, were compatible with the patriarchal values, invented as authoritative
“traditions” by the Meiji officials and intellectuals.®” At the same time, his
ideas attracted pragmatic feminists such as Hiratsuka Raichd because he
explained scientifically that women were at least equally responsible for
determining the characteristics of offspring.”’

Despite the fact that Osawa’s eugenic thought contained oppressive
patriarchal values, from which feminists were struggling to emancipate
themselves, Hiratsuka Raicho sought advice from her former professor. And,
even though Hiratsuka questioned values he believed in, Osawa endorsed
Hiratsuka’s eugenic marriage legislative movement. He saw the feminist
proposal as scientifically sound and good for the nation. The collaboration
between Osawa and Hiratsuka was similar to that between Osawa and others
such as Naruse Jinzo and Nemoto Sho. First, individuals with different
political and social visions came together to advance toward their imme-
diate goals. Second, such an alliance represented the private citizens’ active
agency in influencing state policymaking. What was distinct about the
Osawa-Hiratsuka coalition, however, was that it revealed two remarkably
different interpretations regarding the significance of the female body. For
Osawa the female body was an object to be controlled by the (male) author-
ities. For Hiratsuka and other women, the female body served as a bargain-
ing chip for negotiation and a source of empowerment.
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