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In recent discussions surrounding the historical interactions between the
United States and Japan, the name Matthew Perry often emerges as a pivotal
figure. Known for his role in opening Japan to the Western world in the
mid-19th century, Perry's voyages and negotiations carried profound
implications not only politically but also culturally and morally. One
intriguing aspect of Perry's approach involves references to concepts such as
"divine law" and "sin" when engaging with Japanese society. To fully
understand what Matthew Perry meant by these terms during his expeditions to
Japan, it is essential to explore the historical context, his motivations,
and the cultural and religious frameworks that influenced his perceptions.

Contextual Background of Matthew Perry’s
Expeditions to Japan

The Opening of Japan: A Brief Historical Overview
In the early 19th century, Japan was largely isolated under the Tokugawa
shogunate, maintaining a policy of sakoku (closed country). Western powers,
particularly the United States, sought to establish trade relations and
secure strategic advantages, leading to Perry's expeditions in the 1850s.

- Perry's first visit in 1853 involved a formidable fleet and diplomatic
pressure.
- His subsequent negotiations culminated in the Convention of Kanagawa in
1854, opening Japanese ports to U.S. vessels.
- This event marked the beginning of Japan's rapid modernization and
Westernization.

Matthew Perry’s Mission and Moral Perspective
While primarily diplomatic, Perry's approach was also imbued with a sense of
moral purpose rooted in his religious background. As a Christian, Perry
believed in a divine order that governed human actions and nations.

- He viewed the interactions with Japan as a moral duty to bring what he
considered the "civilized" world into contact with "uncivilized" nations.
- His writings often reflect a worldview where divine law and morality played
central roles.



Understanding Divine Law and Sin in Perry’s
Perspective

What Is Divine Law?
Divine law refers to a set of moral principles believed to be established by
a divine entity, guiding human conduct beyond human-made laws.

- In Christian theology, divine law encompasses commandments and moral codes
given by God, such as the Ten Commandments.
- Perry, influenced by his Christian faith, viewed divine law as universal
and unchanging.
- He believed that nations and individuals had a moral obligation to adhere
to divine principles.

What Is Sin According to Perry?
Sin, in the Christian sense, involves a violation of divine law—an act that
goes against God's moral order.

- Perry saw certain behaviors or societal practices as sinful, especially
those rooted in ignorance or moral decay.
- His advocacy for moral reform and civilizing missions often involved
criticizing what he regarded as sinfulness in other cultures.

Interpretation of Divine Law and Sin in the
Context of Japan

Perceptions of Japanese Culture and Morality
When Perry arrived in Japan, he encountered a society with its own spiritual
and moral frameworks rooted in Shinto and Buddhist traditions.

- Perry may have perceived some Japanese practices as contrary to what he
considered divine law.
- For example, practices related to honor, loyalty, and ritual might have
been misunderstood or viewed through a Western moral lens.

Misunderstandings and Moral Judgments
Perry’s references to divine law and sin likely reflected a mixture of
genuine concern and cultural superiority.



- He may have seen the Japanese adherence to tradition and certain rituals as
either aligned or misaligned with divine principles.
- Instances where Perry sought to introduce Western Christianity and moral
standards could have been framed as efforts to correct perceived sins or
moral deficiencies.

Implications of Perry’s Moral and Religious
Views

Influence on Diplomacy and Cultural Exchange
Perry’s moral outlook influenced his diplomatic strategy, emphasizing the
importance of moral reform and civilizing efforts.

- His approach was not solely political but also moral and religious.
- He aimed to persuade Japanese leaders of the superiority of Western
Christian morals, framing their adoption as a moral imperative aligned with
divine law.

Controversies and Criticisms
Perry’s stance was not without controversy. Critics argue that his moral
judgments reflected ethnocentrism and cultural imperialism.

- Viewing Japanese practices as sinful or inferior could have fostered a
sense of moral superiority.
- This perspective contributed to tensions and misunderstandings during the
opening of Japan.

Modern Perspectives on Perry’s Use of Divine
Law and Sin

Historical Reassessment
Contemporary historians analyze Perry’s actions through a nuanced lens,
recognizing his role in facilitating Japan’s transformation while critiquing
the moral assumptions underpinning his approach.

- Some view his references to divine law and sin as part of a broader 19th-
century mindset of moral superiority.
- Others interpret his efforts as genuine attempts to promote universal moral
principles rooted in Christianity.



Relevance Today
Understanding Perry’s use of divine law and sin helps illuminate the complex
interplay of religion, morality, and diplomacy in historical contexts.

- It highlights how moral and religious beliefs can shape international
relations.
- It also underscores the importance of cultural sensitivity and awareness of
differing moral frameworks.

Summary
Matthew Perry’s references to divine law and sin during his expeditions to
Japan were deeply rooted in his Christian faith and moral worldview. He
perceived his mission as not only diplomatic but also moral and spiritual,
aiming to bring Japanese society into alignment with what he believed to be
divine principles. While these views facilitated significant political
change, they also reflected the cultural biases and moral judgments
characteristic of Western imperialism in the 19th century. Today,
understanding these concepts within their historical and cultural context
allows for a more nuanced appreciation of Perry’s role in shaping East-West
relations and highlights the enduring influence of religious and moral
beliefs in diplomacy.

Conclusion
Matthew Perry’s use of terms like divine law and sin reveals much about the
moral and religious underpinnings of his interactions with Japan. His efforts
were driven by a conviction that moral righteousness, rooted in Christianity,
was universal and necessary for societal progress. Recognizing the historical
context of these beliefs enables us to better understand the complex legacy
of Perry’s expeditions and their lasting impact on Japan’s opening to the
world. As we reflect on this history, it’s essential to consider both the
moral motivations and the cultural misunderstandings that accompanied these
transformative encounters.

Frequently Asked Questions

What did Matthew Perry mean by 'Divine Law' in the
context of his visit to Japan?
Matthew Perry referred to 'Divine Law' as the moral and spiritual principles
believed to be divinely ordained, which traditionally guided Japanese society
and its interactions with outsiders before Western influence. His mention
highlighted the contrast between these traditional values and the new legal
and diplomatic frameworks introduced during his mission.



How did Matthew Perry interpret the concept of 'Sin'
in relation to Japan's customs or policies?
Perry's use of 'Sin' was likely a moral judgment from a Western perspective,
possibly criticizing practices or societal norms in Japan that conflicted
with Western ideals of morality and religion. It reflected his view that
certain Japanese customs might have been considered morally wrong or sinful
from his cultural standpoint.

What was the significance of Perry referencing
'Divine Law and Sin' during his negotiations with
Japan?
Referring to 'Divine Law and Sin' underscored the moral and spiritual
differences between Western and Japanese cultures at the time. It served to
justify the American push for opening Japan to trade and diplomacy by framing
these efforts as aligning with divine principles and moral righteousness.

Did Matthew Perry's mention of 'Divine Law and Sin'
influence the diplomatic outcome of his expedition
to Japan?
While Perry's references to 'Divine Law and Sin' emphasized moral superiority
and justifications for his actions, the primary influence on the diplomatic
outcome was the strategic display of naval power and negotiation tactics.
However, framing the mission in moral terms may have helped sway Japanese
perceptions and facilitated the signing of the Treaty of Kanagawa.

Are there modern interpretations of Matthew Perry's
use of 'Divine Law and Sin' in his historical
context?
Modern historians view Perry's references as reflective of 19th-century
Western attitudes that often judged non-Western cultures through a moral and
religious lens. Today, such language is understood as part of the colonial
and imperial mindset that justified Western intervention and influence in
other nations.

Additional Resources
What Did Matthew Perry Mean By Divine Law And Sin When Going To Japan?

When discussing Matthew Perry's historic voyage to Japan in the mid-19th
century, conversations often focus on the geopolitical and diplomatic
consequences of his expedition. However, an intriguing aspect of Perry's
mission involves the moral and philosophical ideas intertwined with his



approach—specifically, what he might have meant by "divine law" and "sin" in
the context of Japan’s culture and his own worldview. To fully appreciate
this, it’s essential to dissect the broader historical backdrop, Perry’s
personal beliefs, and the cultural misunderstandings that colored his
perceptions.

---

Understanding the Historical Context of Matthew
Perry’s Mission

Before delving into the concepts of divine law and sin, it’s vital to grasp
the circumstances surrounding Perry’s arrival in Japan.

The Commodore’s Mission and Its Significance

- Timeline and Background: In 1853, Commodore Matthew Perry was dispatched by
the United States government under President Millard Fillmore to open Japan
to diplomatic and commercial relations after centuries of isolation under the
sakoku policy.
- Goals of Perry’s Expedition:
- Establish trade relations
- Secure coaling stations for American ships
- Demonstrate U.S. naval power

- Impact on Japan: Perry’s arrival was unprecedented, forcing Japan to
confront its isolationist stance and leading to the eventual signing of the
Treaty of Kanagawa in 1854.

Cultural and Religious Context in Japan

- Traditional Beliefs: Japan’s indigenous spiritual framework centered around
Shintoism, along with Buddhist influences.
- Perception of Westerners: The arrival of Perry was seen with suspicion and
curiosity, as Japan had little prior contact with Christianity or Western
moral frameworks.

---

Matthew Perry’s Personal Beliefs and Moral
Framework

Understanding Perry’s worldview is key to interpreting his references to
divine law and sin.



Perry’s Religious and Moral Outlook

- Christian Influence: Perry was a devout Christian and a member of the U.S.
Navy, which was influenced by Protestant values.
- Moral Justification: He believed that American values, including notions of
morality rooted in divine law, were universal and superior.
- Role as a Messenger: Perry saw himself as a conduit of divine will,
bringing what he perceived as moral righteousness to nations that were
considered morally or spiritually backward.

The Concept of Divine Law in Perry’s Mind

- Definition: Divine law, for Perry, was likely rooted in Christian
theology—moral principles believed to be ordained by God.
- Application: He may have seen his mission as aligning Japan’s conduct with
divine law, encouraging moral reform and opening the nation to what he
considered the "true" way of life.

---

Interpreting "Divine Law" in Perry’s Context

Divine Law as a Moral Benchmark

- Universal Morality: Perry likely viewed divine law as a universal set of
moral standards that transcended cultural differences.
- Civilization and Progress: He believed that embracing divine law was
essential for progress, enlightenment, and the moral salvation of nations.

How Perry Might Have Viewed Japan

- Perceived as Morally Lax or Backward: Perry might have seen Japan’s
isolation and traditional practices as a deviation from divine moral
standards.
- Mission of Reform: His diplomatic mission could have been framed as an
effort to guide Japan toward aligning its laws and customs with divine
principles.

The Role of Christianity and Western Morality

- Imposition or Enlightenment: Perry’s use of divine law could be interpreted
as a way to justify Western cultural superiority, often seen in the context
of "civilizing missions."
- Moral Duty: He likely believed it was his moral duty, sanctioned by divine
law, to introduce Western values and Christianity.

---



What Did Perry Mean by "Sin" in His Approach to
Japan?

Sin as a Moral Concept

- Christian Definition: Sin traditionally refers to acts that violate divine
law or moral commandments.
- Perry’s Perspective: He may have viewed Japan’s traditional practices—such
as the exclusion of Christian influence, certain social customs, or political
policies—as sinful or morally deficient.

Possible Interpretations of Sin in Perry’s View

1. Failure to Recognize Divine Authority
- Perry might have believed that Japan's refusal to adopt Western moral
standards or Christianity was a sin against divine law.
2. Moral Backwardness
- Practices deemed immoral or unethical by Western Christian standards could
have been labeled as sinfulness.
3. Obstruction of Progress
- Perry could have considered Japan’s resistance to modernization and
diplomatic openness as sinful obstruction of divine will for human progress.

The Moral Justification for Pressure and Diplomacy

- Perry’s actions—such as demanding the opening of ports—may have been
couched in moral terms, framing resistance as a sin that needed correction.
- This moral framing was typical of 19th-century Western imperial attitudes,
where moral superiority was often justified through divine law.

---

Deep Dive into Cultural Misunderstandings and
Moral Judgments

Cross-Cultural Perspectives on Morality and Law

- Western Viewpoint: Perry’s framing of divine law and sin was rooted in
Christian theology and Enlightenment ideals.
- Japanese Viewpoint: Japan’s traditional moral system was based on harmony,
social order, and spiritual practices that did not necessarily conform to
Christian notions of sin and divine law.

Misapplication of Moral Concepts

- Perry’s assumptions about sin and divine law might have been ethnocentric,



leading to misunderstandings:
- Perception of Japan’s Customs: Practices seen as morally wrong by Perry
could have been culturally significant and morally acceptable within Japan.
- Imposition of Western Morality: Perry’s moral judgments risked dismissing
Japan’s own spiritual and ethical frameworks.

Consequences of Moral Judgments

- These judgments contributed to a paternalistic attitude, framing Japan’s
resistance as moral failing rather than cultural difference.
- It also fueled the narrative of Western superiority, which justified
subsequent imperialistic endeavors.

---

Legacy and Reflection

How Perry’s Concepts Influence Modern Discourse

- The ideas of divine law and sin in Perry’s mission reflect broader themes
in imperial history—where religion and morality were used to justify
intervention.
- Today, this historical episode prompts reflection on cultural relativism
and the importance of understanding indigenous moral frameworks.

Critical Analysis

- Limitations of Perry’s Perspective: His moral framing was limited by
Christian doctrine and Western cultural assumptions.
- Potential for Cultural Harm: Labeling customs as sinful can lead to
cultural imperialism and misunderstanding.
- Learning from History: Recognizing the importance of respecting different
moral and spiritual systems is crucial in international relations.

---

Conclusion: The Meaning Behind Perry’s Words

In summary, Matthew Perry’s references to divine law and sin during his
expedition to Japan can be seen as expressions of his moral and religious
worldview, which was rooted in Christian principles. He likely viewed his
mission as a divine mandate to bring Japan into moral alignment with Western,
Christian standards—seeing resistance as moral failure or sinfulness.
However, these notions were deeply embedded in cultural and religious
assumptions that may not have aligned with Japanese beliefs.



Understanding Perry’s use of these concepts offers insight into the complex
interplay between morality, religion, and diplomacy in the 19th century. It
also serves as a reminder of the importance of cultural sensitivity and the
dangers of moral absolutism in cross-cultural encounters. Today, reflecting
on these ideas helps foster a more nuanced understanding of history,
emphasizing respect for diverse moral and spiritual systems rather than
imposing one’s own worldview as universal truth.
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