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TOKUGAWA JAPAN: KNOWLEDGE, ARTS, AND SOCIETY
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The Edo period, also termed the Tokugawa period, denotes the epoch in Japanese history spanning from either 1600 or 1603 until 1868, during which the nation was governed by the Tokugawa shogunate alongside some three hundred regional daimyō, or feudal lords. Arising from the turbulence of the Sengoku period, the Edo era was distinguished by prolonged peace and stability, urbanisation and economic expansion, a rigid social hierarchy, isolationist foreign policies, and a flourishing of the arts and popular culture.

In the year 1600, Tokugawa Ieyasu emerged victorious at the Battle of Sekigahara, securing hegemony over much of Japan, and in 1603 was conferred the title of shōgun by Emperor Go-Yōzei. Two years thereafter, he abdicated in favour of his son Hidetada, yet retained authority and vanquished his principal rival, Toyotomi Hideyori, at the Siege of Osaka in 1615, prior to his own demise the following year. From this juncture, peace largely prevailed, rendering the samurai class increasingly redundant. The Tokugawa shoguns continued Ieyasu’s policies of conformity, formalising social classes within a strict hierarchical framework. By 1639, all foreigners were expelled under the policy of sakoku, save for Dutch merchants confined to the artificial island of Dejima at Nagasaki, inaugurating an era of isolation. From 1635, daimyō were compelled to alternate their residence between their domains and the capital, Edo, where their families were obliged to reside permanently—a system of “alternate attendance” designed to ensure loyalty.

Throughout the Edo period, merchants prospered immensely, laying the foundations for Japan’s later zaibatsu business conglomerates. Though travel within the country was largely restricted, daimyō processions to and from Edo facilitated the development of roads and inns. Urban culture flourished in Edo, Ōsaka, and Kyōto, while artistic forms such as kabuki theatre and ukiyo-e woodblock prints reached new heights. Japanese scholars advanced neo-Confucian philosophy, and the samurai, largely relegated to administrative roles, codified their moral obligations within the bushidō.

In 1853, the arrival of United States Commodore Matthew C. Perry forcibly opened Japan to Western trade, inaugurating the Bakumatsu, or “end of the bakufu,” era. The Edo period concluded in 1868 with the Meiji Restoration and the Boshin War, restoring imperial governance to the nation. The evolution of governance from the Kamakura shogunate to the Tokugawa era saw the samurai emerge as unchallenged rulers within what historian Edwin O. Reischauer termed a “centralised feudal” system. Tokugawa Ieyasu, beneficiary of the achievements of Oda Nobunaga and Toyotomi Hideyoshi, was instrumental in establishing this bakufu. Already a formidable daimyō, he gained from his transfer to the prosperous Kantō region, securing two million koku—equivalent to thirty-six hectares of land—a new headquarters at Edo, and an additional 2,700,000 koku with thirty-eight vassals under his command. Following Hideyoshi’s death, Ieyasu moved swiftly to assert control over the Toyotomi clan.

Ieyasu’s triumph over the western daimyō at Sekigahara (21 October 1600, or in the old Japanese calendar, the 15th day of the ninth month of the fifth year of the Keichō era) afforded him dominion over all Japan. He abolished numerous enemy daimyō houses, diminished others, such as the Toyotomi, and redistributed the spoils of war to allies and family. Although he had not entirely subdued the western daimyō, his assumption of the title of shōgun strengthened the alliance network. Upon further consolidating his authority, Ieyasu appointed his son Hidetada as shōgun while assuming the title of retired shōgun in 1605. The Toyotomi, still a threat, were finally vanquished in 1615 when the Tokugawa forces razed their stronghold at Osaka.

The Tokugawa period bequeathed two and a half centuries of stability. The political order, described by historians as bakuhan, combined the central authority of the shōgun with the regional power of the daimyō. Within this framework, the shōgun held national supremacy, while the daimyō governed their domains, forming a blend of centralised and decentralised administration supported by an extensive bureaucracy. During their first century of rule, the Tokugawa increased their holdings to nearly seven million koku, controlled principal cities, and established a revenue-maximising land assessment system.

The feudal hierarchy was carefully structured. Closest to the Tokugawa house were the shinpan, or related houses, numbering twenty-three daimyō on the borders of Tokugawa lands, mostly holding honorary or advisory roles. Next were the fudai, or “house daimyō,” rewarded with lands proximate to Tokugawa territories for their loyalty; by the eighteenth century, 145 fudai presided over relatively modest domains, the largest at 250,000 koku. The third group, the tozama (outside vassals), former adversaries or new allies, were situated primarily on the peripheries and collectively controlled almost ten million koku. Distrusted and excluded from central government posts, they were nonetheless treated generously to maintain allegiance.

The Tokugawa shogunate exercised unprecedented authority over the emperor, the court, all daimyō, and religious orders. The emperor, though ceremonially preeminent, was the source of political sanction for the shōgun, who nominally served as vassal. The Tokugawa aided in restoring imperial prestige, rebuilding palaces and granting lands, while Tokugawa marriages to the imperial family secured ties between the clans.

A codified set of laws regulated the conduct of daimyō, encompassing private behaviour, marriage, dress, armaments, troop numbers, and obligations such as residence in Edo under the sankin-kōtai system. Construction of ocean-going vessels was prohibited, castle building limited, and bakufu edicts were recognised as national law. While the daimyō were not directly taxed, they were liable for contributions to military endeavours, infrastructure, and public works, which both strengthened the shogunate and diminished their independent wealth.

Foreign trade and Christian influence were tightly controlled. The sakoku policy (from 1635) restricted foreigners to Dejima for the Dutch, and a small Chinese quarter in Nagasaki, while all Japanese were forbidden to travel abroad. Christianity, perceived as destabilising, was ruthlessly suppressed, culminating in the Shimabara Rebellion of 1637–1638, during which some 37,000 Christians were slain. Surviving believers, the Kakure Kirishitan, practised their faith clandestinely until their “discovery” in 1865.

The social hierarchy was rigid. At the apex were the emperor and court nobility, the shōgun and daimyō. Below were the samurai, whose martial function had largely been replaced by bureaucratic service, and the peasants, craftsmen, and merchants, each forming distinct urban or rural classes. Outside the formal classes were the eta and hinin, assigned the most menial or taboo occupations and relegated to segregated settlements, though they retained certain economic rights.

The Edo period bequeathed a prosperous commercial sector, a relatively educated elite, a sophisticated bureaucracy, productive agriculture, and a national infrastructure of roads. Urbanisation flourished, particularly in Edo, Osaka, and Kyoto, while trade and handicraft industries expanded. Rice markets, particularly in Edo and Osaka, developed, with daimyō using forward contracts akin to modern futures trading. Advanced forest management policies were instituted to counter widespread deforestation.

By the eighteenth century, commercialisation penetrated rural areas, and a market economy developed with rich farmers, money-lending, and artisan guilds. Merchants prospered, sometimes attaining influence over the daimyō, though Neo-Confucian ideology extolled frugality, hard work, and agricultural primacy. By the nineteenth century, financial strain upon the samurai and daimyō prompted various reform attempts, yet Japan remained a society oriented to agriculture, with commerce growing incrementally within a rigid class system.

Through its urban centres, productive agriculture, sophisticated financial systems, and infrastructural networks, the Edo period left Japan with the foundations for a modern state, marking an era of stability, social order, and cultural achievement unparalleled in preceding centuries.

The first shogun, Ieyasu, established Confucian academies in his own domains, and other daimyos soon followed suit in their territories, founding what became known as han schools. Within a generation, nearly all samurai were literate, as their careers often demanded knowledge of the literary arts. These academies were staffed largely by other samurai, together with some Buddhist and Shinto clerics who were also learned in Neo-Confucianism. Beyond Chinese characters, the Confucian classics, calligraphy, basic arithmetic, and etiquette, the samurai also studied various martial arts and military skills within these institutions.

Urban merchants and artisans, the chōnin, patronised neighbourhood schools called temple schools. Although housed within temples, their curricula focused upon basic literacy and arithmetic rather than literature or philosophy. High rates of urban literacy in Edo contributed to the prevalence of novels and other literary forms. In towns, children were often instructed by masterless samurai, while in rural areas, teaching fell to priests from Buddhist temples or Shinto shrines. In the countryside, only the children of prominent farmers typically received education.

In Edo, the shogunate directly sponsored several schools, the foremost being the Neo-Confucian Shōheikō, which served as a de facto elite school for the bureaucracy and created a nationwide network of alumni. Other notable institutions included the Institute of Lectures of Japanese Classics, which specialised in domestic history and literature and influenced the rise of national learning, and the Institute of Medicine, focusing upon Chinese medical practices.

Estimates suggest that by the end of the Edo period, a significant proportion of the population was literate: up to one-fifth of men and one-sixth of women in Edo, with some assessments indicating forty per cent of men and ten per cent of women nationwide. Around 1800, nearly all samurai and roughly half to sixty per cent of urban merchants and peasants were literate. Historians have partially attributed Japan’s rapid development following the Meiji Restoration to these relatively high literacy rates.

The widespread ability to read fostered the publication of books in genres such as cooking, gardening, travel, art, theatre scripts, satirical novels, comical stories, romances, and historical tales. Edo boasted six to eight hundred rental bookstores, from which people borrowed or purchased woodblock-printed books. Bestsellers of the period were frequently reprinted and included works such as “Life of an Amorous Man” by Ihara Saikaku, “Nansō Satomi Hakkenden” by Takizawa Bakin, and “Tōkaidōchū Hizakurige” by Jippensha Ikku.

Neo-Confucianism was the principal intellectual development of the Tokugawa era. Though previously preserved in Japan by Buddhist clerics, Confucianism emerged from religious oversight during this period, emphasising a secular view of man and society. Its ethical humanism, rationalism, and historical perspective appealed to the ruling class. By the mid-seventeenth century, Neo-Confucianism had become Japan’s dominant legal philosophy and directly influenced the development of national learning. Advanced studies and applications of Neo-Confucianism facilitated the transition from feudal norms to class- and group-oriented practices, gradually replacing the rule of men with the rule of law. New legislation, administrative devices, and theories of governance emerged to justify more comprehensive control by the shogunate.

Society was organised so that each person had a distinct role and was expected to fulfil their duty. The populace was to be ruled benevolently by those appointed to govern. Although social hierarchy was influenced by Neo-Confucian principles, it was not identical to the Chinese model: some soldiers and clerics occupied elite positions rather than the base of the hierarchy.
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