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From Missionary to Diplomat: Samuel Wells Williams and His Influence on

Japan’s Opening

YE Zhi-chen

Foreign Studies College, Northeastern University, Shenyang 110819, China

Abstract: In the mid-19th century, as the global order underwent restructuring, Western powers
began to covetously eye East Asia. Against this historical backdrop, missionaries, as an unofficial yet
influential group, spontaneously engaged in various fields, including culture, religion, the
dissemination of science and technology, and diplomacy. Among them, the American missionary
Samuel Wells Williams leveraged his extensive influence on the socio-political development of East
Asia and played a significant role in Japan's opening. With his comprehensive and profound
understanding of the region's socio-political, economic, and cultural aspects, Williams became a
firsthand witness to this pivotal historical event. His efforts not only expanded the social influence of
Western missionaries in East Asia but also facilitated the process of Japan's opening to the world.

Keywords: modern East Asia; the opening of Japan; missionary diplomacy; Samuel Wells Williams
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