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Mutsu Munemitsu and the Genroin

Takao UENO

Mutsu Munemitsu (1844-97) is famous as the foreign minister
who succeeded both in revising the unequal treaty between
Britain and Japan and in managing Japanese foreign policy
during the critical stage of the Sino-Japanese War. In terms of
his personal history, some phase has not been investigated so
much compared with his later career. Mutsu assumed the po-
sition of elder statesman (Genroin-Gikan) at the age of 31 in
April 1875. From November 1875 to June 1878 he served as
senior councillor of the Genroin (Council of Elders). Few
scholars have conducted research about Mutsu at this stage.
Given the nebulous political situation during 1875, the
chances were that Mutsu might achieve stronger political
power through extending the jurisdiction of the Genroin.
Meanwhile, the struggle among the great figures of the estab-
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lishment reached its apex in the latter half of September.
When it turned out to be hopeless for him to pursue his aim of
assuming a higher position and improving the status of the
Genroin, Mutsu left Tokyo, the central arena of political strug-
gle.

Thanks to his detachment at the climax of that struggle,
Mutsu was able to keep his career in the Genroin. More than
that, after the system of the Genroin changed, he served as sen-
ior councillor. Facing Okubo Toshimichi’s vigorous political
leadership, there existed little or no alternative but to remain
senior councillor. As a senior councillor, Mutsu diligently at-
tended the assembly of the Genroin. It should be noted that he
successfully proposed to cease the torturous way of investigat-
ing a suspect, which was taken for granted in those days.
Besides this, Mutsu contributed to a meeting to study about
the political system in France through the French advisor
Gustave Emile Boissonade. From the autumn of 1876 peasants
and warriors protested against the government here and there,
appealing for a lowering of the land tax. In February 1877 a
rebellion headed by Saigo Takamori took place, which seemed
to increase the political maneuverability of Mutsu. But after
his commitment to the unsuccessful plot of the Tosa faction
became evident, he was arrested and forced to resign from the
post of senior councillor.
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