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History of The Japan Times, part 1: The early years
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On Monday, March 22, 1897, readers of Eng-
lish-language newspapers in Japan discov-
ered they had another choice as The Japan
Times made its debut.

Founded by leading Japanese statesmen
and intellectuals of the day, including the
paper’s President Sueji Yamada and Editor-
in-Chief Motosada Zumoto, a former execu-
tive secretary to Prime Minister Hirobumi
Ito, its purpose was made clear in the inau-
gural editorial: The Japan Times was to be
a bridge between Japanese and a foreign
community largely concentrated in a few
ports that operated outside Japanese law

due to end in 1899, leading to much more
daily interaction between them.
The risks for misunderstandings rang-

The inaugural issue of The Japan Times,
published on March 22, 1897

¢ ing from the harmless to the serious were

: manifest because the extraterritoriality sys-
¢ tem had kept foreigners and Japanese apart
i for nearly 40 years, meaning that “the bulk

i of the Japanese have as much difficulty to

i understand foreigners as the latter find it

i difficult to understand the former,” the edi-

i torial said.

Yet the more important barrier to

i mutual understanding, The Japan Times

i said, was language. Among the 5,000 non-

i Chinese residents at the time, the number

¢ with an intimate knowledge of Japanese

i language and literature “may be easily told,
¢ perhaps on the fingers of one hand,” the

i paper estimated. While knowledge of Eng-
¢ lish was spreading quickly among Japanese
i people, “with some notable exceptions, the
i acquaintance of our countrymen with the
¢ English language and literature is in most

i cases superficial,” it added.

under an extraterritoriality system that was :
i standing of Japanese politics, society and

i culture by communicating in English to the
i foreign community in Japan and to the out-
i side world from a Japanese perspective —

i was thus the paper’s goal.

To bridge the divide — to increase under-

The Japan Times was not the first news-

© paper to undertake the task. Since at least
i 1861, various English-language daily and

i weekly newspapers run by Western pub-
¢ lishers had served the Western merchants,
¢ missionaries, and consular officials and

i their families who resided in ports like

i Yokohama, Kobe, Nagasaki, Hakodate,

i Osaka, Tsukiji and Niigata. But it entered

¢ the market at a time when overseas

i demand for Japanese views, especially on
i events in Asia, was growing.

In the first few years after it launched, The

. Japan Times distinguished itself with reports
: about the country’s victory in the 1905-

i 1906 Russo-Japanese War, which stunned

i the West and announced Japan was now

i apower to be reckoned with in East Asia.

i On May 20,1905, the paper reported the

i Japanese Navy's decisive victory over the

i Russian fleet in what history would call the
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¢ Battle of Tsushima. “The combined fleet

i today met and gave battle to the enemy’s
¢ fleet in the vicinity of Okinoshima and

i defeated the enemy,” the paper said.

Decades later, The Japan Times would

: revisit the Russo-Japanese War in a very

¢ different manner, launching a public cam-

© paign to preserve the Mikasa, the flagship

¢ for Adm. Heihachiro Togo — one of the first
i campaigns of its type by any newspaper.

In August 1914, World War I broke out

¢ and Japan chose to side with the Triple

i Entente of France, the United Kingdom and
¢ Russia. Though it did not send troops to the
: Western Front, the Japanese military easily
i defeated German and Austrian forces at the
i German colony of Tsingtao, China.
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By 1915, its combat role essentially over,

¢ Japan turned its attention to China. On June
i 10,whenthe UK, Franceand Russia—all
i colonial powers in Asia— were busy fighting :
¢ in Europe, the paper published the full offi-
¢ cial English translation regarding an agree-
i ment between China and Japan that gave

¢ Japan greater control over China after hav-
i ingannexed Korea in 1919, a situation that
i would lead to a much greater crisis in the

i decades after World War I ended in 1918.

While reporting at this time focused heav-

i ily on Japan's growing role in East Asia and

¢ official political and economic views, The

¢ Japan Times also distinguished itself with

i detailed reports and explanations of all

i aspects of traditional and modern Japanese
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i culture, aimed at foreigners who were arriv-

¢ ingin increasing numbers to visit or live.

i Western images of Japanese culture in

the 19th century had painted Japan as a

: land of geisha, kimonos, cherry blossoms

i and samurai. Rudyard Kipling called Japan

i “anation of artists.” But foreign writers had

i created an image of a strange, exotic coun-

¢ try that Oscar Wilde said was “pure inven-

i tion” by authors who often knew little

i about the context of whatever aspect of

i Japanese culture they were writing about.
The inaugural issue did not have much in

. the way of what would later be known as

cultural news, but it did contain two book

i reviews: one on the history of Sapporo and

i another on a geographical study of Japan’s
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i arrived Japanese ambassador to the US.

i The piece mentioned that sashimi was

i served to the guests, perhaps one of the

¢ first times the dish was served in New York
i atwhat the writer said was the Japan Soci-
i ety’slargest dinner ever.

i rivers, lakes and swamps. Five days later,
: readers were informed of a performance at
i Tokyo's Kabukiza theater that would be of

“great interest to foreign visitors,” and the

paper slowly increased its reports on vari-
i ous aspects of traditional Japanese litera-
i ture and theater, sometimes at great length.

Culture would also include Japanese food

culture abroad, which in one case was a
: briefmention in a type of chatty tidbit. On
i April 17,1912, a Japan Times “special corre-

spondent” in New York covered a March 16

It was the kind of report on members of

. high society that all papers of the time, Jap-
© anese and Western, specialized in. Readers

i may have taken less note of the occasion

i than they would have otherwise, however,
i due toastory on the front page that same

i day: the RMS Titanic had struck an iceberg
i and waslost at sea.

With the end of World War [, peace

. returned and Japan entered the 1920s with a
: spirit of optimism in its industrial might and
i an expanding empire in East Asia. By 1923,

i The Japan Times was also optimistic about

¢ itsown future, having proved that it had the
i ability to compete with the older English

: papers with detailed reporting on Japanese

¢ politics, economics, society and culture that
i equaled and often beat its competitors.

But it would take an earthquake that

¢ almost destroyed Tokyo later that year to

i show that the paper could also take on

i another role: that of a critical source of Eng-
: lish-language information to its community
i ofreaders in time of disaster.

This article begins a four-part series com-

i memorating The Japan Times’ 130th anni-
i versary and exploring the history of Japan’s
i oldest English-language newspaper.
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Indonesian Ambassador Nurmala Kartini P. Sjahrir meets with Tokyo
Gov. Yuriko Koike on Sept. 9 to discuss collaborations between Tokyo
and Jakarta as sister cities. EMBASSY OF THE REPUBLIC OF INDONESIA
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Slovenian Energy Minister Jernej Vrtovecand ]apanese Minister Ryosei
Akazawa sign amemorandum on hydrogen cooperation between Slovenia
andJapan. EMBASSY OF THE REPUBLIC OF SLOVENIA

Jarman International partners with Chiiori Alliance to connect
travelers with Japan’s countryside through stays at thoughtfully reno-
vated folk houses, including the new Nishi-iya Commons guesthouse,
opening this winter in Tokushima. SEBASTIEN RAINERI
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Ambassador Ahmad Rozian Abd Ghani hosts the 69th National Day
Reception of Malaysia on Sept. 14 at the Four Seasons Hotel in Tokyo’s
Otemachiarea. EMBASSY OF MALAYSIA

Serbia’s deputy chief of mission, Dejan Hinic, with recipient of the
Nikola Tesla Award at the fourth Robocon contest for elementary

school students in Fujimi, Saitama. EMBASSY OF THE REPUBLIC OF SERBIA

The ambassador-designate of Ireland, Noel White (center), stands with
Trinity College Dublin professor Jane Ohlmeyer and University of
Tokyo professor Kenneth McElwain at a screening of “From That Small
Island: The Story of the Irish.” EMBASSY OF IRELAND
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JWLI Women’s Fund opens new
possibilities for women leaders

ESG/SDGs
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Japan has long ranked last among the
Group of Seven nations in the World Eco-
nomic Forum's Global Gender Gap Index.
In 2026, it placed 117th out of 145 coun-
tries, with women remaining significantly
underrepresented in decision-making posi-
tions, particularly in politics and business.
The picture is different in the social
sector, where many women leaders are

working to address challenges in their com-

munities. A survey by the NPO Support
Center found that women head roughly
45% of Japan’s nonprofit organizations. Yet
many organizations face chronic shortages
of funding and human resources, limit-
ing the organizational capacity needed for
their leaders to fully realize their potential.
In response to these challenges, the Bos-
ton-based Fish Family Foundation, which
operates the Japanese Women's Leadership
Initiative (JWLI), has joined forces with two
global philanthropic foundations to launch

the JWLI Women's Fund. The three founda-

tions have jointly committed ¥200 million
(approximately $1.3 million) to advance
women'’s leadership and gender equality
in Japan.

The Fish Family Foundation was estab-
lished in Boston in 1999 by Atsuko Toko
Fish and Larry Fish to support nonprofits
serving immigrants, low-income families
and other underserved communities. Trou-
bled by the lack of women leaders in Japan
and the limited support available to them,
Atsuko later founded JWLI and began offer-
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Social Change
in Japan and Beyond

From left: Yuki Kusano, Japan director; Ayaka
Ueike, Boston director and CEO Noriko Namiki
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. ingleadership training programs in 2003.

:  Since then, JWLI has developed arange of
i programs, including a fellowship that brings

women leaders from Japan to Boston; the
i Champion of Change Japan Award (CCJA),

¢ which recognizes women driving change at

i the grassroots level; three-day boot camps
¢ heldin rural Japan; and a scholarship pro-

¢ gram for students with immigrant back-

i grounds. Over the past two decades, these
i initiatives have built a network of about

¢ 250 alumni.

¢ Inturn, these alumni step up to support
i the next generation of leaders. Rather than
relying on the foundation alone for con-

¢ tinued support, former participants pay

¢ it forward, carrying forward the support

i and experience they themselves received
i through JWLL

¢ Yet JWLI came to recognize that culti-

¢ vating individual leaders alone was not

i enough. No matter how much knowledge
i and leadership experience they gained,

i many returned to organizations struggling
¢ with management challenges and chronic
i funding shortages.

: Noriko Namiki, who became CEO of
JWLIin July, has spent 13 years as CEO of

i YWCA O‘ahu, along-established organiza-
¢ tion supporting women in Hawaii. She

i explained what led to the creation of the

¢ fund: “We have seen so many remarkable

i leaders emerge over the years, but there are

i barriers that individual effort alone cannot
i overcome.
i Reflecting on the thinking behind the
¢ fund, Namiki emphasized the need to
¢ strengthen the organizations surrounding
i these leaders. “To support leaders working
:on the front lines, we realized that we need
. tostrengthen the organizations themselves
i and create an environment in which they
¢ can truly thrive”
i TheJWLI Women'’s Fund plans to select
: approximately 14 organizations for its inau-
i gural cohort. Each recipient will receive
¥2.5 million (approximately $17,000) annu-
i ally, totaling ¥5 million over the two-year
grant period.

A key feature of the fund is its embrace
of trust-based philanthropy. The grants
are virtually unrestricted, except that they
i cannot be used to cover deficits, allowing
i recipients to allocate funds flexibly accord-
i ingto their needs.

The fund’s support extends beyond

i Noriko Namiki, ]WLI’s CEO JWLI

i Imtiative

pading

¢ financial backing. Drawing on specialist

i expertise, JWLI will provide ongoing capac-
i ity-building support and practical knowl-

i edge to help grantees strengthen their

i organizations. By connecting grantees with
its broader network, JWLI also aims to build
i an ecosystem in which participants can

i learn from and support one another.

“During our information sessions, we

¢ heard many hesitant questions, such as, Ts

i an organization as small as ours really eli-

: gible? and ‘Can we really use the grant for

¢ personnel costs?” Namiki said. “But those

¢ who understand the challenges facing their
i communities best are the people working

i on the ground every day. Rather than creat-
¢ inga hierarchy between funders and recipi-
i ents, we want to respect their expertise and
i work alongside them as equal partners.”

Building on its partnership with interna-

i tional foundations, JWLI ultimately aims

i to expand its circle of support to include

i Japanese corporations and domestic grant-
: makers, creating a sustainable funding eco-
i systemn for women leaders and nonprofits

i across the country.

“There’s a saying: "You miss 100% of the

: shots you don’t take,” Namiki said. “Noth-
i ing happens if you hold yourself back from
i the outset, thinking, ‘Maybe this isn't for

i me!It's our job to say no, not yours. We

i want leaders on the ground to think big

i and take that chance”

Rather than simply maintaining their

i current activities, JWLI hopes grantees will
i look beyond the status quo and envision

i the broader social change they want to cre-
i ate. Itis looking for organizations with the

i ambition to turn that vision into reality.



