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Through the Iconic Ukiyo-e: Meiji Japan’s Propaganda Effort
in the First Sino-Japanese War

Chung, Shu-huey

Associate Professor, Southern Taiwan University of Science and Technology

There are numerous discussions about the events of the First Sino-Japanese
War. Many have held the opinion that the Qing dynasty’s catastrophic defeat
was inevitable. However, if we take a closer look at the political background
within China and its military composition at the time, we realize there was not a
great disparity between the two combatants, contrary to many have expounded.
Why the improbable failure of the Qing dynasty, then? And why were
discussions and discourses on the War often sided with Japan? The answer is
media propaganda, which played a pivotal role in the warfare.

This thesis examines how the Meiji era government achieved its propaganda
victories by using icons - Ukiyo-e - as a medium during the First Sino-Japanese
War. Through mass quantities of the manga styled Ukiyo-e, the depicted or
reshaped images of China and Japan had left a strong imprint on people. Meiji
Japan was able to justify its aggression against China as a war between
“civilization and retrogression.” Furthermore, the different attitudes China and
Japan held toward media propaganda played a major influence on foreign
opinions and impressions of the two combatants. This had profound impact on
the progress of the War. By using materials: words and images from modern
Japan and Western sources, this thesis presents the real and the “packaged”
images of Meiji Japan; investigates the drawings of modern icons and media
propaganda and their effects on the War.

Keywords: icon, media panpaganda, manga, Ukiyo-e, First Sino-Japanese
War
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