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On the source of the Japanese word “seinen”

Takakatsu Kato and Yumi Morishita (Iustitute of Psychology, University of Tsukuba,
305, Japan)

Tsukuba,

According to T. Nara’s “History of the Japanese Y. M.C.A.”, the Japanese word “seinen”
originated with the establishment of the Tokyo Y.M.C.A. in 1880, which created the term as a
translation for “young men”. Nara’s findings later proved incorrect, however, when use of the
word “seinen” by Confucianists of the late Edo period, such as Toko Fujita (1806-1855), was
confirmed. This study attempted to clarify two points : (1) Was the word “seinen” actually used
in the early Meiji period ? (2) If so, what type of meaning did it carry ? For the study,
periodicals and newspapers from the early Meiji period were examined. (1) Yukichi Fukuzawa
used the word “seinen” in his “Gakumon no Susume” (The Encouragement of Learning) in 1874.
(2) The word appeared in “Kyoiku Zasshi” (Education Journal) published by the Ministry of
Education in 1876 as a translation of “youth.” (3) A news paper, Tokyo Nichinichi Shinbun,
repeatedly used the word in 1879. Further, it was infered that the word “seinen” implied a new
life style of youth which was different from the tradition-oriented life of young people in the Edo
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period.
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