
http://explorersfoundation.org/glyphery/234t1_Kimura&Bennett_Samurai.pdf -May 2005

g#234: black america . transition, low-trust to high-trust culture ... Japan, example ... entrepreneurship, 
entrepreneurs, warriors, samurai ... James Bennett The Anglosphere Challenge ..... Afro-Saxons

African America's Meiji Revolution

From Bennett's The Anglosphere Challenge

While discussing the potential of African-America to move from a culture of low-trust to one of 
high-trust (see Trust, by Fukuyama), Bennett writes:

Another model for the African-American task is the Meiji Revolution in Japan. After Japan was 
opened to the outside world, forward-thinking Japanese, led by the Meiji emperor, realized that they 
had to transform its unique culture to deal with the world challenge. They broke the power of their 
warlord class, and told the samurai warrior class to stop swaggering around making general 
nuisances of themselves, and to do something useful. The samurai responded by turning their 
energies to becoming the core of an entrepreneurial class which quickly transformed Japan into the 
world's first modern, non-Western world power. A "Meiji Revolution" for African America would 
break the power of its drug lord and corrupt city boss classes and force its would-be warriors to put 
down their guns and turn their energy and attention toward economic development, while telling 
their hip-hop praise-singers to turn their considerable talents toward generating positive narratives. 
—James C. Bennett, The Anglosphere Challenge, pg. 263

The above began a fascinating discussion between Yasuhiko Kimura (http://www.via-
visioninaction.org) and Jim Bennett. Yasuhiko wrote:

While I agree with Jim's call for African-Americans to move from a culture of low-trust to that of 
high-trust (and his book is overall a wonderful book), I am not at all sure if his comparison with the 
Meiji Restoration is appropriate. Through the terakoya education system, the Japanese, during the 
Edo period, had the highest literacy rate in the world, and the samurai classes played the role of 
teachers. The samurai classes were indeed highly educated in Japanese and Chinese literature and 
philosophy, while keeping the bushi-do discipline that demanded them to be of men of high moral 
character. Further, the mathematician Takakazu Seki (1639-1708) developed a form of calculus 
around the same time Newton and Leibnitz developed theirs, and mathematics in Japan at that time 
was as advanced as that in the West. Mathematics in Japan at that time was as advanced as that in the 
West. The Japanese of the late Edo period had the education and moral character necessary for the 
success of the Meiji Restoration and the subsequent westernized development of the whole nation. 
To compare the drug-lords and their ilk in the current Afro-American community with the samurai 
classes of the late Edo period is, based on what I know of the Japanese history, inaccurate, 
inappropriate, and perhaps to some, insulting.

See also: http://explorersfoundation.org/glyphery/160.html, The Autobiography of Yukichi 
Fukuzawa, who was a powerful inspiration of the Meiji Revolution. -leif



http://explorersfoundation.org/glyphery/234.html
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The above, Explorers Foundation glyph 234, originally provided by Jim Bennett, provoked a fascinating discussion 
with Yasuhiko Kimura (http://www.via-visioninaction.org). The following continues and partially transcribes 
emails of September 4 & 5, 2005. It continues as follows. -leif

Jim:
Yasuhiko is certainly correct in saying that the samurai class on a whole had mastered a high level of literacy and 
culture prior to the opening of Japan. However, the key point I was making (and perhaps I made it too glibly) was 
that the samurai were never the less a warrior class, rather than an economically productive class.  It was one of the 
key achievements of the Meiji period (whether one characterizes it as Revolution of Restoration) to convert them 
from a warrior class to a productive class, and to preserve the positive aspects of their heritage while doing so.  The 
African American gangster subculture is also a warrior subculture, that by its nature despises bourgoise 
achievement.  In order to create a cultural revolution in African America (and New Orleans has shown how urgent 
that task is) they must either be put through the same transition the samurai made, or be removed permanently from 
the community.  In that respect, the Meiji Revolution could be a positive model and should be studied.  The 
samurai had personal qualities the gangster subculture admires.  It's possible that this historical example might be 
useful in motivating some of its members to emulate their transition.

Yasuhiko:
But if they indeed admire the samurai culture, they need to go beyond "Last Samurai" and all the Hollywood or 
popular culture versions, and read Dr. Inazo Nitobe's <i>Bushido</i> along with two classics, <i>The Book of 
Five Rings</i> and <i>Hagakure</i>.  They also need to study Kojiki and some classical works on Zen, plus 
study martial arts and practice meditation for the rest of their lives.

Jim:
I wonder how many African-Americans who claim to admire Islam have read the Sufi poets, or the commentaies of 
ibn Khaldun?   I think it is a matter of using a vague interest or respect (and here the entry point is martial arts) and 
using it to reach some fraction who might actually be willing to dig deeper.  What we are doing is creating a 
narrative that says "these tough guys turned around, adapted to new reality, and led Japan to success.  You have the 
potential to do it too for your community."   A small group of determined people who use this narrative might 
possibly reach the rest.  Some of these people might actually read the worthwhile sources you mention. 
 
Why use Japan and the samurai as an example when they are (as you rightly say) in fact the product of a unique 
civilization whose circumstances will never be repeated elsewhere?  Two reasons:  one is that the samurai, even in 
their comic-book cariacture version, command respect; the second is that Japan was the first non-white, non-
European success story.

[later, Jim responds to my reference to a high-trust African culture existing in America since the end of the Civil 
War. -leif]

Jim:
In fact it is older than that.  It dates at least to the founding of the autonomous black churches in the 1780s in 
Pennsylvania and New England; it was marked by religiosity, respect for education, and an ethic of self-help and 
improvement.  It may have incorporated some remnants of the free black culture of plantation-owners and farmers 
that existed in Virginia from the 1640s through the early eighteenth century.  Condi Rice, as a minister's daughter 
from Alabama, is a direct descendant of this culture.  Frederick Douglass called them "Afro-Saxons" because he 
saw them as Africans who had absorbed the values of English-speaking civilization. 
 
Unfortunately much of black radical culture has spent their energy discrediting this culture in the eyes of the general 
African-American population.  Even more unfortunately, they have had considerable success.  (If these radicals 
seek their monument, they can look about them.)  It's not clear that this culture can re-establish its moral leadership 
over the wider community.
 



Quite a few African-Americans have studied martial arts.  Most did it because they wanted to be effective fighters, 
or because they thought it was impressive.  However, if you take martial arts seriously, eventually you come into 
contact with the underlying philosophy.  Here is a potential entry-point for transformation.

Agreed that the Meiji refomers did not "copy" the west, they synthesized.  This process is not nearly adequately 
understood in the west, perhaps the new emphasis on the roots of civil society may cause people to take a closer 
look at the process.  Macfarlane's discussion of Fukuzawa, ranking him equally with Montesquieu, Adam Smith, 
Tocqueville, Gellner, and Maitland (a respectable company indeed!) is hopefully a start.
 
I think the Japanese episode is critically important becuase it shows that although civil society is rooted in the 
specific evolution of institutions within a given culture, it does not have to be rooted in a Western culture.  It is by 
its existence a refutation of European exceptionalism.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Link to online autobiography of Frederick Douglass (1818-1895):
http://explorersfoundation.org/glyphery/175.html
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