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Pre-Modern Class Consciousness and the Names of Social Classes
in Modern Japan

FURUKAWA Ryohei

When lands and people were returned to the emperor in 1869, court nobles and feudal
lords were re-organized into the class of nobles, newly called kazoku 3% , and the samurai
class became the newly re-named shizoku 1:J% , literally “samurai class.” At first, people of
both kazoku and shizoku maintained all the privileges granted in the preceding Tokugawa
period, such as wearing swords, and receiving hereditary stipends, these privileges came to
be deprived by a series of new policies of the Meiji government. Although people of the
shizoku lost most of the privileges by 1882, the class names of shizoku and kazoku remained
until the Constitution of Japan became effective in 1947. This paper discusses the possible
reasons why the nominal class of shizoku remained for approximately eighty years.

As early as 1888, there was a political discussion for abolishing the class name of
shizoku, and a series of appeals to abolish the class names of shizoku and heimin
[commoners] or to re-organize them followed. Among these appeals, the author considers
the following four particularly important: the 1909 appeal to re-consider the class names of
shizoku and heimin, 1917 appeal to abolish the class name of shizoku, 1923 proposal to
abolish the “outmoded, undesirable conventions,” and 1938 petition for the appropriate
handling of the class names.

Although the 1909 appeal was accepted by the House of Representatives of the National
Diet, the appeal was not adopted. The comment said: “While the House of Representative
would not deny the possibility that the abolition would benefit the society, the possibility
still exists that the abolition may cause conflict.” The 1917 appeal was treated in the same
way and rejected by the House. Although the 1923 proposal was adopted by the House, the
opposition of the shizoku class people was so strong that the national government could not
put the law into effect. Although the 1938 petition led the national government to
discontinuing using the class names on family registers and official documents, it did not
result in the abolition of the shizoku class. This was a result of fear of the national
government for the strong opposition of the shizoku class people.

In conclusion, the class name of shizoku remained for some eighty years until 1947
because the national government always feared the possibility that the abolition might cause
conflicts. The name shizoku was the officially noble class name granted by the government,
and the name satisfied the pride of the people of the shizoku class. The classes of kazoku
and shizoku had to be abolished when the new Constitution of Japan was adopted in 1947
because these classes were against the spirit of the new constitution. More importantly,
these class names were attached to pre-modern family-and-clan system of Japan, and this
family-and-clan system was abolished under the new constitution.

Keywords: Modern Japanese history, social class, class consciousness, samurai class, nobility.
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