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Figure 0.1. The provinces of premodern Japan




Preface


Scholarship on traditional Japan has grown spectacularly over the past four decades in both sophistication and volume. Historians in Japan have continued to be prolific, while in the West an unprecedented number of researchers specializing in the premodern (pre–seventeenth century) and early modern (seventeenth to nineteenth century) periods have entered the field. The new scholarship is marked by a shift in methodology from dependence on literary and narrative sources to reliance on documents, archeology, artwork, and other physical evidence of the past; by a shift in focus from the political and cultural history of elites to a broader examination of social structures; and by a reexamination—and rejection—tenet-by-tenet of what was once the received wisdom. As a result, the picture of the Japanese past now taught by specialists differs radically from the one current in the 1960s and early 1970s, when most of the textbooks still currently in use were written.


For early generations of historians, the story of premodern Japan was a quaint, romantic, but mostly inconsequential prelude to the appearance—as the result of thoroughgoing national reinvention in the Western image—of the twentieth-century military and economic superpower that more appropriately commanded scholarly attention. And in this version, the landscape of Japan’s past was littered with failed regimes and radical breaks with what had gone before.


An emergent tribal confederation was transformed—very nearly at a stroke, in the wake of a spectacular coup d’état in 645—into a centralized imperial regime slavishly copied and shaped by reformers in awe of the splendor of Tang China. But this overly ambitious attempt to force Japanese square pegs into Chinese round holes was doomed from the start. Within decades of their inception, the organs and procedures of the system were abandoned as the ruling class became preoccupied with cultural affairs and divorced itself from concerns of governance, particularly outside the capital city. The imperial state was soon naught but a hollow shell: the effete, idyllic court aristocracy lost control over the political and economic life of the nation, while a stalwart and practical warrior class arose and took over the countryside.


In the mid-twelfth century (to continue this scenario), a series of events in the capital at last awakened provincial warriors to the fact that they, not the court nobility, had become the real figures of power in Japan. This discovery culminated in a great civil war and the founding of a new military government (the Kamakura Shogunate), which signaled the demise of the classical age and the onset of the medieval era and a “feudal” world ruled by warriors. Once loosed, however, the dogs of war were not easily restrained, and, like its European namesake, Japan’s medieval period was a dark age of chaos and struggle as scores of regional warrior barons contested with one another for power. At last, in 1600, one of these warlords (Tokugawa Ieyasu) triumphed over his rivals and imposed a new countrywide order—but only by freezing society, stifling change, and hermetically sealing Japan off from contact with the outside world—that endured until the arrival of American gunboats brought it down in the late nineteenth century.


Despite the curious persistence of this view of things in popular accounts, however, historians have long since come to embrace premodern Japan on its own terms and, in so doing, have discovered a world of topics and developments incontestably linked to questions of contemporary concern. In twelfth-century Japan, students find, for example, a government dominated by private interest groups, as well as a culture that accorded women a fuller degree of legal and economic equality than do many modern societies.


In place of the sharp breaks and paradigm shifts that dominated earlier accounts, scholars today conceptualize Japanese history in terms of gradual—often surprisingly conservative—evolution within enduring continuities. These continuities begin, of course, with the island nation’s geographic and political boundaries, which have remained largely—though not wholly—the same for most of the past millennium and a half. But they also include institutional continuities, such as the imperial state structure (which remained the anchor of political power and authority from the mid-seventh to the late nineteenth century), as well as enduring political dynamics: the interplay between authority (the right to rule) and power (the ability to rule), between civil and military power, between centralized (top-down) and locally based (bottom-up) models of authority, between rural and urban elites, and between centrifugal and centripetal forces.


The remarkable career of G. Cameron Hurst, III, to whom this volume is dedicated, looms large in the reinvigoration and reconsideration of premodern Japanese history. Hurst received his B.A. from Stanford in 1963 and his M.A. from the University of Hawai‘i in 1966—the same year that John W. Hall published his landmark Government and Local Power in Japan, 500–1700, and ignited the revolution in methodology for studying premodern Japan that inspired the next generation of historians. From there, Hurst went on to study at Keio University in Tokyo, the University of Kyoto, and the University of Tokyo, before completing his Ph.D. at Columbia in 1972.


A prolific scholar, Hurst has written, co-authored, or edited five books and dozens of chapters and articles on Japanese history. He is also Japanology’s foremost media star, contributing extensively to television programs, magazines, and newspapers. But it is in his contributions to teaching and program development that Cappy, as he is best known, has most deeply left his mark.


In 1969 he joined the faculty of the University of Kansas, where he served for two decades as professor of history and East Asian studies, director of the university’s Center for East Asian Studies, and as chair of the Department of East Asian Languages and Cultures. Between then and 2010, when he retired as professor of Japanese and Korean studies and director of the Center for East Asian Studies at the University of Pennsylvania, Cappy was a charismatic and tireless champion of the study of premodern Japan. Along the way, he taught or administered programs at Doshisha University in Kyoto, CUNY Lehman Hiroshima College, Ewha Woman’s University in Seoul, the University of Hong Kong, and the University of Washington; organized dozens of symposia and conference panels; delivered scores of guest lectures at institutions all over the globe; and inspired and mentored hundreds of undergraduates, graduate students, and junior colleagues. It would be no exaggeration to say that there are very few students or scholars of Japan whose lives and work have not been touched by Cappy’s efforts.


This volume, then, is offered by his students, colleagues, and friends in appreciation of those labors, to commemorate his retirement. The other contributors and I would like to offer special thanks to Toby Wahl, Annie Lenth, and Steven Baker, at Westview Press, for shepherding the project through to completion; and to Gordon Berger and Lorraine Harrington, for advice, assistance, and support throughout the process of writing and publishing.


The history that follows comprises thirty-eight chapters penned by twenty-nine of the leading authorities in the field, introducing readers to the broad core topics commonly addressed in undergraduate survey courses. Collectively, they outline and explore the main developments in Japanese life from ancient times to the nineteenth century, focusing on turning points and developing social trends and structures and on the whys and hows (rather than the whos, whats, and whens) of Japanese political, social, economic, and intellectual evolution.


The chapters, which can be read or assigned in almost any order that readers or instructors see fit, are grouped into five thematic parts, each preceded by a timeline designed to assist readers in keeping events and developments in perspective. Part I, “Landmarks, Eras, and Appellation in Japanese History,” focuses on the physical setting, the most efficient and helpful ways to subdivide the Japanese past, and the labels applied to periods of Japanese history. Part II, “Immigrants, Chieftains, and Kings in Ancient Times,” addresses the key questions of when Japanese history began and just how ancient “ancient Japan” really was. Part III, “Court, Capital, and Countryside in the Classical Age,” explores the emergence of the imperial (ritsuryō) state; the similarities and differences between the early (seventh- and eighth-century) and later (ninth-to-thirteenth-century) polities; and the dynamics that held the classical world together. Part IV, “Demesne, Dominion, and Diffusion in the Medieval Age,” describes the decentralization and political fragmentation, social mobility and transformation, and institutional and cultural innovation that characterized the thirteenth to sixteenth centuries. And Part V, “Bureaucrats, Burghers, and Bailiwicks in the Early Modern Age,” takes up the questions of how “reunified” seventeenth-to-nineteenth-century Japan really was and whether the brave new world of Tokugawa Japan is best understood as a postscript to the medieval era or a preface to the modern age.


NOTES ON NAMES, PRONUNCIATION, AND SPELLING


Western students of Japan are often startled to learn that, in spite of the complexity of its grammar and writing system, Japanese is actually a very simple language to pronounce. In its modern version, there are only five vowels and eighteen consonants, grouped into forty-eight possible syllables, most of which consist of a vowel, or a consonant plus a vowel. All of the vowels and all but two of the consonants can be found in English.


Vowels are always pronounced the same way. Long vowels, marked in transliteration with a macron (for example, ū), are simply longer in duration (actually two syllables); the sound does not change:


a  as in father


i  as in tier


u  as in super


e  as in end


o  as in Ohio


The consonant sounds include:


k  as in kick


g  as in good


s  as in Susan


sh  as in ship


z  as in zoo


j  as in jump


t  as in top


ts  as in cats


ch  as in charm


n  as in new


h  as in house


f  one of the three sounds not found in English; a cross between the English “h” and “f” sounds, pronounced like an f but with the lips together, rather than with the bottom lip against the teeth


b  as in boy


p  as in party


m  as in mother


y  as in yes


r  not like the American English r (which is actually a semivowel), the Japanese r is flapped like a d, as in some British dialects (“Very good, madam”)


w  as in wonder


Japanese also utilizes a second “n” sound that is actually a syllable in itself. Ns preceding vowels (na, ni, nu, ne, or no) are pronounced almost identically to their English counterpart. Those that precede consonants, come at the end of a word, or are marked with an apostrophe (n’) are pronounced at the back of the mouth, very much like the English “ng” sound (as in ring), but without the harder “g” ending (as in shoppin’ or sittin’).


Sometimes syllables consist of a combination of a consonant and a semivowel plus a vowel (ya, yu, or yo)—as in Tōkyō or Kyōto. Resist the temptation to pronounce these as “Tokiyo” or “Kiyoto”; the consonant plus semivowel sound should be a single syllable, as in the English word cute.


Syllables almost always divide after a vowel. The only exceptions are the special form of n described above, and some words in which consonants are doubled (for example, kekkon, teppō, pittari, and bessō), which actually represents two syllables with a glottal stop between them. The easiest way for Anglophones to approximate this is to pronounce the consonant twice, at the end of the first syllable and then again at the start of the following syllable (kek + kon).


Japanese names, in the text as in real life, are given surname first, in the reverse of the Western order. Thus Taira Shigemori is Mr. Taira, with the given or personal name of Shigemori. While publications aimed at popular audiences sometimes reverse the traditional order, such Westernization is déclassé and unsuitable for academic usage. After all, teachers and students in Japan do not turn “George Washington” into “Washington George”; we owe them the same courtesy.


And finally, a few special conventions apply to historical names: First, until modern times, individuals were often known by different names at different times of their lives. Many also carried titles of various sorts that functioned almost like part of their names. Because of this, scholars by convention usually refer to historical figures by the most famous of these names, irrespective of what he or she might have been called at the moment in time to which the writer is referring. Second, historical figures are by convention usually referred to by their given names, rather than their surnames. Thus shorthand references to Tokugawa Ieyasu become “Ieyasu,” rather than “Tokugawa.” This is in part a means of minimizing confusion between multiple (sometimes dozens of) people who share the same surname.




PART I


Landmarks, Eras,
and Appellation in
Japanese History


 




1


Japan’s Natural Setting


Gina L. Barnes


A COUNTRY OF MOUNTAINS


Arriving in Japan at Narita or Kansai airport, one would hardly guess that mountains are the dominant topography of Japan. Far in the distance, a thin purple undulation of skyline tells differently. Satellite photos reveal an archipelago of steep, solid-green mountains and precipitous valleys across the four main islands: Hokkaido in the north, then Honshu, leading to Kyushu, with Shikoku nestled between (see figure 1.1).


Tectonic History


This archipelago is of relatively recent formation: it detached from the edge of the Eurasian continent only about 15 million years ago upon the opening of the Japan Sea. Surprisingly, the Japanese landmass was relatively flat when it detached.


The current mountains are products of tremendous tectonic stress, as the archipelago sits at the edge of the continental Eurasian Plate, facing two offshore oceanic plates—the Pacific Plate in the north and the Philippine Plate in the southwest. The continental plate is moving eastward, while the oceanic plates head westward, causing the islands in between to buckle and uplift into folded mountains. The landmass is still rising and the mountains are becoming higher, leading to one of the greatest rates of erosion in the world. Short rivers cut down steeply from the mountainous backbones of the islands, dumping their heavy sedimentary loads into the seas.


[image: image]


Figure 1.1. Japan and its mountains, most of which are folded along the axis of compression. The coasts and rivers are bordered by flat alluvial lands, but the uplands consist mainly of sloped or hilly volcanic deposits. (Prepared by Durham Archaeological Services after Yonekura et al., Nihon no chikei 1, fig. 1.3.2.)


This meeting of the plates also creates a subduction zone, where the oceanic plates are being drawn down (subducted) underneath the edge of the continental plate. Volcanoes and earthquakes are the result—constant menaces to life in the Japanese islands. The earliest volcanoes in the newly formed archipelago erupted around 14 million years ago, ranging across the Inland Sea area in western Honshu. About 2 million years ago, great volcanic explosions occurred in the Tōhoku region of northern Honshu; these left great collapsed calderas in the landscape, more than twenty kilometers in diameter, that now form some of the favorite crater lake tourist destinations, such as Lake Towada.


The current series of volcanic eruptions began around 700,000 years ago in three distinct areas: from Hokkaido through Tōhoku to central Honshu, from Tokyo south through the Izu Islands including Mt. Fuji, and north-south through Kyushu. Today, Japan claims about 10 percent (one hundred or so) of the world’s active volcanoes, including Sakura-jima at the southern end of Kyushu. Nevertheless, volcanoes actually form a small proportion of all the mountains in Japan (see figure 1.1)—most of which are tectonically folded mountains.


New Coastal Plains


The contrast between mountains and plains is abrupt: the change in slope is often steep (35–40 degrees), wooded mountainsides meeting gently sloping (1–2 degrees) flatlands. Statistics vary: some say Japan is 86 percent mountains and 14 percent plains, while others measure 65 percent mountains and 35 percent plains. The difference lies in what is considered a plain (heiya). The coastal fringing plains are relatively flat, but the great Kantō Plain around Tokyo is actually a rolling dissected volcanic terrace landscape, while Hokkaido, northern Kantō, and southern Kyushu are characterized by broad volcanic slopes and plateaus. Add these volcanic uplands to the alluvial plains, and the percentage of “flat” land goes up. Thus, as a rule of thumb, everything but steep mountains fits in the category of 35 percent plains, and we can distinguish uplands, terraces, levees, and alluvial flats within that category.


The coastal plains that fringe the islands are relatively recent, emerging only when the high sea levels of the postglacial Climatic Optimum (6,000–4,000 years ago) receded. Groups of hunter-gatherers, the Jōmon, exploited the mountains (for hunting and gathering and some horticulture) and seashores (for shellfish collecting and coastal and deep-sea fishing). Soon thereafter, however, in the early first millennium BCE, rice agriculture was adopted from the continent. From that point onward, the plains became the focus of settlement, agricultural exploitation, and urban development.


Figures for today’s Japan make it the fifth most densely populated country in the world, at an average of 343 persons per square kilometer. Nevertheless, this average is taken across virtually uninhabited deep mountains and solidly residential plains (figure 1.2). The density for Tokyo is 5,751 persons per square kilometer, seventeen times the “average” but indicative of the imbalance between mountains and plains. With so much population concentrated in the lowlands, mountain areas have been relegated to places of leisure: skiing, soaking in hot springs, viewing cherry blossoms. For the majority of the Japanese population, living in their national heartland is an unknown experience (figure 1.3).


[image: image]


Figure 1.2. The city of Nagoya spreads over coastal plains and lower slopes, but the virtually uninhabited mountains behind rise abruptly. Remnants of the previous border between plains and mountain slopes can be seen in a series of isolated woods along the terrace paralleling the greenbelt line. (Author’s photo, November 2008.)


A COUNTRY OF PADDIES AND DRY FIELDS


Historically, agriculture in Japan has been divided into upland crops and lowland rice paddies. Both uplands and lowlands are ecological areas subsumed under the term “plains,” but their constituents are radically different. Uplands do not include steep mountain slopes, but in general the term refers to the rolling, eroded surface of volcanic terraces, riverine levees and terraces, and basin flanks. “Lowlands” generally refers to alluvial bottomlands and coastal flatlands. Over time, paddy fields have encroached on the uplands, but this is a trend now in reversal.


Rice Paddy Landscapes


Once wet rice agriculture was initiated in Japan, paddy field construction greatly modified the natural topography of lowland Japan. The nature of the soil was less important than the control of water: Rice paddies need to be leveled in order to maintain an even water depth for nourishing the rice during the three growing months. Thus, coastal plains of gley soils having small slope gradients were the first to be exploited from the beginning of the Yayoi period, in the early first millennium BCE. Rice paddies were initially carved out of river bottomlands, near sources of irrigation water, but these were often subject to floods. With the advent of iron digging tools in the early first millennium CE, coarse sediments of lower basin flanks could be cultivated and irrigation canals built to supply them with water.
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Figure 1.3. An isolated residence in the Yoshino River Valley, Nara Prefecture, located on a steep slope hosting a Japanese cedar (sugi) plantation. (Author’s photo, August 2008.)


The first large-scale transformation of the lowland landscape, however, occurred in the seventh to eighth centuries, when the Yamato court adopted Chinese-style ruling technologies from Tang China. One of the innovations was the surveying and laying out of both agricultural land and cities on a grid framework, the jōri system. The gridded paddy fields, about one hectare in size, could then be subdivided into smaller units and allocated to individuals for rice tax purposes. The jōri layout can still be seen in the ever disappearing fields of the Nara Basin and in other areas of the Kinai, a regional designation for the “home provinces” of old Yamato now subsumed in Osaka, Kyoto, and Nara Prefectures.


Terracing of lower slopes and river valleys (of 5 to 6 percent slope) began in the seventh century. Only in the medieval period, however, as irrigation technology advanced, did terracing begin in steeper river valleys, with a gradual extension onto hillslopes (up to 16 percent gradient). This, in effect, pushed the forests farther up the mountains and increased the amount of arable land near the lowlands. In the Edo period, rice-growing was also extended onto volcanic soils in the Kantō region around Tokyo, a development facilitated by the digging of irrigation canals to supply both water and nutrients. In the nineteenth century, marginal lands including tidal flats, estuaries, lagoons, and some inland lakes were reclaimed for rice cultivation. For instance, Kyoto basin used to have a large lake near the juncture of the Yodo and Uji rivers that was eventually reclaimed for use as paddies.


The maximum extent of paddy land in Japan was reached in the early 1930s. Thereafter, the area devoted to rice production decreased with changing food preferences, including imported rice. In the inland mountain valleys, abandoned paddy fields are being recolonized by forest, while former paddies on valuable coastal plains have been consumed by urban expansion. Some of the large conurbations that now characterize many coastal areas have entirely obliterated the natural plains (Osaka, Kobe), and mountain basins are filling in fast with urban sprawl (Kyoto, Nara). Some municipalities have enforced greenbelt areas along the foot of the mountains, protecting the forests on the slopes, while others have encroached on lower foothills, blurring the distinction between plains and mountains. So the traditional landscape once demarcated between forest and paddy is now recast between forest, paddy, and conurbation.


Between Paddy and Forest


In contrast to lowland paddy fields, lands beyond the plains were highly diverse in the premodern period. Forests were traditionally distinguished by proximity to settlements: Okuyama (inner mountains) were places for hunting and collecting—rich in animal and plant (often nut) resources—while satoyama (village mountains) were forested areas near settlements and heavily exploited for wood for fires and tools; these trees were often chopped down and burned to provide more field space for dry crops. This latter pattern, referred to as slash-and-burn or swidden agriculture, lasted into the 1970s but is rarely seen today.


The deep mountain forests are discussed in a later section. Here let’s look at the various forms of uplands within the plains that sustain dry-field crops, orchards, and vegetables. These plantings are often found around settlements, which were traditionally sited on high ground to avoid flooding. Even on alluvial flats, villages sat on natural river levees, and these natural levees also supported vegetable gardens. The difference in height between a paddy field and a vegetable garden could be as little as half a meter—reflecting the difficulty of lifting irrigation water up onto the levee.


A specific sector of Japanese plains is the volcanic terrace as seen in the Kantō Plain. The entire Kantō region, where Tokyo is sited, is such a terrace, comprising thick layers (some three hundred meters deep) of volcanic ash deposited in the Pleistocene period more than 10,000 years ago. Large rivers such as the Tone, Arakawa, and Sumida have washed out great portions of these layers. At the Nippori station on the Yamanote train line in Tokyo, one may see bluffs carved out by the Arakawa River towering above the tracks. Situated on these bluffs are Edo-period temples and their cemeteries, Tokyo University, and the Ueno Park complex, including several national museums. When the Tokugawa established Edo as its capital, the bluffs were virtually unoccupied, with most activity carried out by fishing villages along the shore of Tokyo Bay. Thus developed the social distinction between the aristocratic occupation of the upper terraces now served by the Yamanote (hill-fingers) circle line and the commoner habitation of the coastal lowlands of shitamachi (lower town). But why were the bluffs previously unoccupied?


Volcanic soils in areas of high precipitation like Japan are notoriously poor in nutrients. The rain leaches out the calcium, magnesium, and potassium, and an unusual colloidal fixing of phosphate in volcanic soils also makes this element unavailable for plant growth. The absence of these vital nutrients from the Kantō Plain, plus their being too high above the streambeds for irrigation, made them poor for agriculture. Many volcanic soils around Japan, particularly on the flanks of volcanoes, are virtually unused for crops. They are often colonized by bracken, sasa bamboo, and pampas grass, as seen on the northern flanks of Mt. Fuji—used for filming galloping-samurai movies. Only with irrigation and fertilization have they been brought into production. Vegetables, particularly root crops such as radishes, carrots, and sweet potatoes, grow well in the fine-grained volcanic soils; orchards are another good investment, as in the thick deposits of white pumice of southern Kyushu.


Despite the image of Japan as a country of rice agriculture, in the nineteenth century before urbanization and industrialization, rice paddy accounted for 58.5 percent of the arable land, while dry fields amounted to a full 41.5 percent. To ignore the prominent role of dry crops in Japan’s agricultural history is to misunderstand the life of the peasants, who were often barred from eating the rice they grew and were forced to subsist on dry crops such as barley and millet, and vegetables from their gardens.


A COUNTRY OF CLIMATIC EXTREMES


The Japanese archipelago, including the Ryūkyū Islands in the south, forms an arc that stretches from 45°30" to 20°24" north latitude. In North American terms, this is from Augusta, Maine, to Nassau in the Bahamas; in European terms, from Bordeaux, France, to the Aswan Dam on the Nile; and in Australian terms, from Brisbane in the north to Tasmania in the south. The archipelago thus stretches between cold temperate and subtropical regimes, so it is no surprise that Hokkaido is cool in summer and snowed over in winter, while Okinawa basks in mild temperatures year-round.


Japan, however, also has clear east-west differences in climate. It is a monsoonal country with seasonal influences of oceanic and continental regimes. In the summer, onshore winds from the Pacific Ocean bring heavy rain in June and typhoons from July through September; in winter, offshore winds from the continent bring cold air down from Siberia. These wintertime winds, however, are moderated by both the sea and high mountains. The dry, cold winds pick up moisture crossing the Japan Sea; then, as they are forced upward over the backbone of the mountain ranges, they drop their precipitation as snow. Thus, the northwestern flanks of Honshu and the high mountains suffer under heavy snowfall, while the eastern seaboard enjoys a maritime winter with relatively mild temperatures. The now dry winds, however, signal a deprivation of moisture, making winter in the eastern mountain flanks a time of forest fires.


The western snowbound regions are known traditionally as Snow Country, also the title of a novel by Kawabata Yasunari. The protagonist views a winter escape to the Snow Country as an antidote to city living. Not only did time slow down relative to other regions, because deep snow made getting about extremely difficult, but people living in these regions developed distinct customs to accommodate the snow. The children’s snow “igloos” of Akita Prefecture are famous, and the Niigata Prefectural Museum gives an adult view of living with ten feet of snowpack in winter.


Average annual precipitation in Japan ranges from 944 to 4,060 millimeters, but usually exceeds 1,020 millimeters. This rate puts Japan on a par with South China, the Congo, and Brazil but is not as high as Indonesia’s. One result of all this precipitation is a high rate of erosion of the land surface, as mentioned above; another is the acidification of volcanic soils as alkali and alkaline elements are leached away. A third is high humidity. In the dry winters, humidity can drop as low as 50 percent in Tokyo, but in summer, the humidity throughout the lower islands is often 98 percent even when it is not raining—all the more reason to escape to Karuizawa in summer, a famous mountain resort in central Honshu, or to Hokkaido for a cooler, drier summer.


A COUNTRY OF FORESTS


High precipitation also contributes to a lush growing season. The okuyama forests of Japan are dense, but their composition has changed over the centuries. Because of the north-south range of the islands, the climax forests in the northeast are cool temperate deciduous forests harboring familiar nut tree varieties such as chestnut, walnut, and deciduous oak. In the southwest, the climax forest was, until the arrival of agriculture, a laurelignosa forest similar to that in South China. This forest, largely unfamiliar to Westerners, consisted of evergreen oak, hinoki cypress (Chamaecyparis sp., used to build Ise Shrine and sushi bar counters), kusunoki (Cinnamomum camphor), and sakaki (Cleyera japonica, the sacred tree of Shintō), among others. This forest was decimated by the mid-first millennium CE because of agriculture, the iron and pottery industries, and urbanism. The majestic broad-leaved evergreens now survive only on shrine and temple lands, where they have been protected for the past fifteen hundred years; they can be seen in Meiji Shrine in Tokyo, around Miwa Shrine in Nara, and at Dazaifu in Kyushu, for example.


The changing state of Japanese forests throughout history has been perceptively and incisively documented by Conrad Totman. He identifies three periods of excessive forest degradation: in the Nara-Heian periods of court culture, affecting mainly the Kinai region; between 1570 and 1670, extending through the three main islands; and in the early twentieth century—the last period of destruction clearly apparent in photographs taken by visiting Westerners.


Anthropogenic destruction of upland woodlands is apparent from the very beginning of rice agriculture, in which Yayoi and Kofun farmers cut southwestern evergreens (both broad- and needle-leaved) for housing and fuel. With the beginning of stoneware production and iron forging in the Kofun period, vast areas were cleared to supply kilns and forges with fuel. This trend was accelerated with the intensification of shipbuilding and the introduction of monumental wooden architecture from China via Korea—the latter requiring kiln-fired roof tiles and large pillars to support the roofs. Construction of the Todaiji temple in Nara in 742 required eighty-four columns, each four feet in diameter and a hundred feet high, “900 hectares (2,200 acres) of first-quality forest” for post-and-beam buildings, and 163,200 cubic feet of charcoal for casting the large Buddha housed therein. By the end of this “Ancient Predation,” as Totman terms it—between 2,000 and 1,500 years ago (0–500 CE)—the indigenous broad-leaved evergreen forest of southwestern Japan had mostly been replaced by secondary red pine growth.1


By 1550 CE, Totman notes, the forests of west-central Honshu were heavily exploited for green fertilizer and selected logging for elite construction until demand for monumental architecture and urban construction rose even higher after 1570. Competition for woodland products among elites, merchants, and commoners led to such devastation of the forest cover that upland erosion caused flooding and heavy sedimentation on the plains, disrupting the rice-growing tax base. Totman outlines two successive responses: an initial negative regulatory regime that closed forests to promote regeneration or prohibited the logging of certain tree sizes or species, and in the late Edo period, a positive afforestation movement that encouraged active intervention both governmentally and locally. The latter response was initially a grassroots phenomenon led by “itinerant scholars, village headmen, practicing farmers, minor officials,” and others who wrote “agricultural treatises” or “farm manuals.”2 Their campaign sought to influence daimyo policies as well as villager activities.


Totman offers several reasons why afforestation was broadly successful: The natural succession patterns of forests suited human needs; cultural prohibitions against wheeled vehicles and crosscut saws prevented complete destruction of forests; an ideology of conserving resources and planning for the future made people sensitive to changes in their environment; the maintenance of peaceful relations discouraged outright competition; and the semiclosure of the country to outsiders precluded international sourcing of materials. It was eventually in the daimyos’ interests to keep their forests well stocked not only to protect their tax base but to fulfill their feudal obligations, so afforestation efforts were permitted and encouraged on intimate local levels.


Totman cautions that the lush greenery seen today (as in the satellite photos referred to above) is a product of both eighteenth-century and postwar reforestation programs that have saved Japan from the fate of nations that have lost their forest cover. Unfortunately, much postwar forestry effort has been devoted to timber plantations, with the result that 41 percent of Japan’s forests is now occupied by these monocultures with little biodiversity of plant and animal life.


A COUNTRY OF NATURAL DISASTERS


Because of its tectonic setting, Japan is subject to four major natural disruptions: earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, landslides, and tsunamis. A fifth disruption is caused by the islands’ geographic positioning at the western edge of the Pacific, where typhoons (hurricanes) develop along the equator in the south and travel northwest toward land. Famine and disease can also be named as causes of considerable social disruption, having taken as much as a quarter of the population several times in the medieval period.


Perhaps living in a land of unpredictability has contributed to the Japanese reputation for stoic forbearance and a grain of fatalism. Nevertheless, the government has been working hard since the 1995 Kobe earthquake disaster to educate the public and provide resources for avoiding the worst of geohazard damages. The Japan Meteorological Agency (JMA) website provides key information on earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, and tsunami, in addition to weather reports including coverage of typhoon progressions.3 These efforts are limited, however, as shown by the swiftness and severity of the tsunami accompanying the March 2011 Tōhoku-Oki earthquake. Buildings meeting earthquake standards survived the quake, but many were washed away in the tsunami. Moreover, the short time between the earthquake and tsunami, plus residential complacency, contributed to a great many deaths. One solution is not to build on coastal plains vulnerable to tsunami, as attested by stone markers showing historical tsunami heights. But human nature is territorially tenacious, and short-term economics override long-term safety.


The seismological network that monitors earthquakes throughout and around Japan is one of the world’s most extensive and sophisticated. Informed by 4,400 monitoring sites, the JMA can, within three minutes of an earthquake, post on its website the location of the hypocenter (deep in the earth), magnitude, and seismic intensity. If the intensity of an earthquake is 3 or higher (on a scale of ten divisions), local “disaster prevention authorities” are notified within one and a half minutes, and reports are sent to the media. Since 2007, an Earthquake Early Warning service detects initial tremors and is able to issue warnings of an impending earthquake. The JMA issues a Tsunami Warning/Advisory within three and a half minutes of an earthquake in Japan, and it is linked into the Pacific Tsunami Warning Center in Hawai‘i.


The tsunamis that often accompany earthquakes may be propagated by fault movement on the ocean floor or by landslides. These waves move out from the earthquake epicenter (location on the surface above a hypocenter) or the landslide entry point like the concentric waves caused by a pebble thrown in the water. In deep water, the waves are typically only one meter high and a kilometer apart, but they can move at seven hundred kilometers per hour. As they approach shallow water, the waves heighten and compact and can flow far inland at altitude. Waves twenty-five to thirty-five meters high are known in Japan to have flowed eleven kilometers inland, wiping out coastal fishing villages. The 2011 tsunami, however, was the first to destroy infrastructure to such an extent that it affected the global economy. As population densities increase in hazardous areas such as low-lying coasts or volcanic flanks, the world can expect to see more such disasters.


Volcano activity is also monitored by the JMA. Of 108 currently active volcanoes, 30 have seismic monitoring equipment in place, while the rest are under periodic observation. When magma moves in a volcanic chamber or neck, it causes earth tremors or small earthquakes. These are monitored seismologically just like those caused by subduction or active faults. Also in 2007, the JMA began its Volcanic Warning and Volcanic Forecast service. Volcanic ash warnings are also in place—as of this writing, for Sakura-jima and Suwanose-jima, both in southern Kagoshima Prefecture.


Volcanoes pose other hazards that can affect nearby communities. Pyroclastic flows and lahars are extremely dangerous. The former consist of hot ash, hot air, and rocks that can race down a mountainside at more than one hundred kilometers per hour. About a quarter of volcano-related deaths result from pyroclastic flows, as was the case for the volcanologists killed by the dome collapse on Mount Unzen in 1991. Once the ash settles from a pyroclastic flow or airfall, it can turn into a lahar (mud flow) if sodden with rain. Thus volcanic slopes can become highly unstable in a regime of high precipitation or further volcanic tremors or both. Given the steep-sided mountains with villages tucked at their feet, Japanese communities fear landslides more than they do other hazards because they are more frequent and can happen any time without warning.


Although “science” is not usually a part of Japanese studies, understanding the composition and natural environment of the Japanese islands is important to understanding life and events throughout Japan’s history. The historical record is littered with natural disasters the likes of which modern society is struggling to prevent, mitigate, or avoid altogether in the future. The linking of scientific monitoring with local government is crucial for eliminating human-caused disasters such as the one bred of inaction after the Kobe earthquake. Living in Japan, one should be aware of the programs for protection and evacuation that this partnership offers.


A COUNTRY OF GREAT NATURAL BEAUTY AND COMPRESSED HUMANITY


In sum, Japan well deserves its tourist poster image, once one gets beyond the large cities, at least. Most human activity, however, occurs on the coastal plains. In particular, the urban corridor from north Kyushu through the Inland Sea to Tokyo is the focus of modern life. Iain Stewart, the BBC’s geologist guide in the Journeys into the Ring of Fire series, made the outsider’s observation that much of Japan’s economic success is due to the compression of human resources on these coastal plains, allowing the development of efficient rail transport for commuting and for moving goods to and from deepwater ports. No other country in the world has population densities that can support such technologically advanced communication and transportation systems.


If one ventures into the countryside, on the other hand, it can be a long time getting there. One of the most interesting hot springs in Tōhoku (Geto, in Iwate Prefecture) is accessible only by a two-and-a-half-hour public bus ride over narrow mountain roads from the nearest train station. Getting from Matsumoto City in Nagano Prefecture across the border to the Kusatsu hot springs in Gunma takes more than three hours by bus. And traveling by train from Nagoya City to Lake Kawaguchi to see Mt. Fuji can take an entire twelve-hour day. All these places are worth the wait once gotten to.


Japan is a vast country with a rich history, a volatile but beautiful nature, and a welcoming population. Studying Japan within its natural setting is greatly enjoyable and ever intriguing.
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Sorting the Past


Karl F. Friday


In the fall of 1999, as the world braced in panic over the utility shutdowns, bank crashes, and other horrors said to be awaiting us when computers (many of which kept track of years in two digits only) confronted the change from the 1900s to the 2000s, a clever piece of satire began popping up in email inboxes all over the United States. Purporting to be a translation from a Latin scroll dated “2 BC,” a letter from someone named Plutonius to his friend Cassius, the text ranted over the pending “Y zero K” problem, lamenting the headaches that were sure to result from the transition from BC to AD and the need to begin counting years forward, after millennia of counting downward.


The punch line here is obvious, of course, but the joke also points us toward a number of important truths about labels like “premodern.” First and foremost, they are all ex post facto—not merely unknown but also unknowable by the people living during the eras to which they are applied. The populations of “ancient” or “medieval” times could not have used these terms for their own eras, any more than citizens of the Roman Republic could have been counting backward toward the year zero. All peoples—everywhere and everywhen—live in contemporary times.


Second, labels like “BC” or “premodern” are teleological, in essence, if not necessarily in conscious application. That is, they do not simply point, in a value-neutral manner, toward later events or periods—the ad era or modern times—but also imply a developmental progression of some kind toward our own epoch.


And third, all historical labels are capricious, meaningful only in hindsight and as analytical tools. While societies with acute levels of historical consciousness—such as our own—can frequently become convinced that they have just witnessed an epoch-changing development, they are rarely, if ever, correct in this perception. For historians, “epoch-making” events and developments can be identified only in retrospect—usually the retrospection of decades or even centuries.


None of these observations should, however, lead us to the conclusion that periodization and era labeling are pernicious activities that would be best cast aside. They merely serve, rather, to caution us that all era labels are virtual, relative, and of finite utility. At the same time, periodization is essential to what historians do. It is to historians what categorization into species is to biologists. Without periodization, there can be no history—the critical reconstruction and analysis of the past—only random statements about the past—an undifferentiated and virtually infinite sequence of moments in time.


At a minimum, era labels provide us with an essential shorthand, without which any statements about the past become awkward and impossibly—not to mention artificially—precise. Labels enable us to generalize, and they assign an intuitively grasped identity to the periods to which we apply them. The rationale behind the construction of a university course titled “Premodern Japan” is, for example, more readily apparent than for one called “Japan between 500 and 1600.”


If we cannot, then, dispense with periodization and era labels entirely, can we at least make certain that we are using precisely the right periodization scheme? Sadly, not so much. Unlike biological species, historical periods are imprecise and entirely relative constructs—they are pointers, not fixed delimitations. As world historian Jerry Bentley reminds us, identifying coherent periods of history is not a simple matter of discovering metaphysical or self-evident boundaries and defining moments; it is an abstracting process that turns on the issues and questions at the forefront of the researcher’s own mind. Sorting out the past “requires the establishment of criteria or principles that enable historians to sort through masses of information and recognize patterns of continuity and change,” while “changes in perspective can call the coherence of conventionally recognized periods into question.”1 Thus, evaluations of periodization schemes turn on utility, not Truth, and there is always more than one way to sort out the past.


While traditional Chinese historiography divided the country’s history into dynastic periods and explained the divisions by reference to a dynastic cycle, Japan’s political foundation myths postulated a single enduring imperial dynasty. Historians writing during the eras covered by this volume, therefore, typically broke the past down imperial reign by imperial reign, or cast it in Buddhist cosmological ages. But the latter is an impossibly broad division—embracing millennia—and the former an impossibly narrow one that imposes no conceptual order at all: There were 122 monarchs before the twentieth century, some reigning for only two or three years. Modern historians have, for that reason, devised a number of overlapping systems for conceptualizing Japanese history (see figure 2.1).


[image: image]


Figure 2.1. Periodization schemes for Japanese history.


The most widely used and longest-standing periodization schema for Japan divides the past into “prehistoric” and “historic” epochs and sorts the latter (prior to the late nineteenth century, anyway) into eras defined by the geographic seat of power. There is some variation in this system among the various subfields of history, and individual scholars sometimes disagree over the precise boundaries of some periods, but by and large, this conceptualization identifies seven major epochs: the Yamato period, beginning around 400 CE and lasting until the turn of the eighth century; the Nara period (710 to 794); the Heian period (794 to 1185); the Kamakura period (1185 to 1333); the Muromachi period (1333 to 1568), subdivided into the Nanbokuchō (1336 to 1392) and Sengoku (1477 to 1573) periods; the Azuchi-Momoyama period (1568 to 1600); and the Edo period (1600 to 1868).


This system is useful for shorthand references (“the early Heian period” is less awkward than “the eighth, ninth, and tenth centuries,” particularly in repetition), but many of the key cultural, social, economic, and political changes (and continuities) that interest historians did not coincide neatly with shifts in the location of the capital. A second common schema (and the one loosely employed for the organization of this volume), therefore, identifies four broad-stroke epochs: an ancient period ending in the mid-seventh century; a classical era, from the late seventh to the late twelfth century; a medieval period, from the late twelfth to the late sixteenth century; and an early modern period, from the late sixteenth to the nineteenth century. The ancient period is often divided into the protohistoric Asuka period (592–710) and three overlapping archeological epochs: the Jōmon (beginning around 14,000 BCE), Yayoi (from around 900 BCE), and Kofun (beginning around 250 CE) ages.


In recent decades, however, some historians have become uncomfortable with these labels, arguing first that they have been borrowed from European historiography (and therefore impose on Japanese history an outline of historical development originally developed for western Europe), and second that they, too, obscure important changes and imply differences that are not there. Among the numerous alternatives that have been proposed, at least two are worth mentioning here.


The first focuses on the nature of the sociopolitical power structure, identifying a Yamato Confederation era (from the fifth through the late seventh century); a ritsuryō, or imperial state, from the mid-600s until the late 800s; an oligarchic (ōchō kokka or kenmon seika) state from the mid-ninth through the mid-fourteenth century; an early (from the mid-1300s through the mid-1400s) and a late (fifteenth- and sixteenth-century) medieval polity; and a partially recentralized, warrior-led polity from the late sixteenth to the late nineteenth century, styled the bakuhan taisei in Japanese or (somewhat oxymoronically) “centralized feudalism” in English.


The second schema focuses on the dynamics of local versus centralized power and authority. This conceptualization gives us an age of locally based power under regional chieftains; a state-formation period beginning in the mid-500s during which centripetal forces dominated; an era of court domination lasting until the thirteenth century during which centralized authority persisted; an epoch characterized by the rise of provincial warriors and dominated by centrifugal forces, spanning the thirteenth to the sixteenth centuries; a reunification period during the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries when centripetal forces once again prevailed; and an era of balance between local power and centralized authority, lasting until the late nineteenth century.


There are, then, a variety of ways to conceptualize and divide Japan’s past, and selecting the “best” method from among these is as futile and meaningless an effort as attempting to identify the “best” style of music. “Best,” in both cases, is a function of context and purpose—best for what, and in what sense?


A periodization scheme that is helpful to legal historians may not be particularly useful to historians of technology, or to undergraduates enrolled in an introductory survey course. Thus, while era labels can easily take on lives of their own and can lure the unwary into conceptual traps, it is important that we never lose sight of the fact that periodization is nothing more than a tool for historical analysis. The key is not finding the right tool, but simply finding the right tool for a particular job, and not to confuse the tool with the material it is used to work.


Note


1. Bentley, “Cross-Cultural Interaction and Periodization in World History,” 750.
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Defining “Ancient” and “Classical”


Joan R. Piggott


Any historical narrative requires attention to time, and especially to the periods through which the story is told. Moreover, periodizing schemes change as different questions are investigated, different sorts of evidence are examined, and contexts shift. Historians of religion, art, literature, or music focus on different key moments, trajectories, and transitions than do researchers concerned with demographics, economics, or political structures. In the process, such researchers highlight different events, continuities, ruptures, and watersheds. Those who look at military history, gender relations, or technological developments create different timelines for their narratives. Those who focus on Japan’s history tell their stories differently from those who look at the archipelago in the broader contexts of the Buddhist world, East Asia, or world history.


There are also different views as to the objectives of periodizing schemes. The master historian of the Mediterranean world Fernand Braudel (1902–1985) urged historians to get beyond events to study such long-term social realities as states, societies, economies, and civilizations.1 Peter Burke says that we need to “make a narrative thick enough to deal not only with the sequence of events and the conscious intentions of the actors in these events, but also with structures—institutions, modes of thought, and so on—whether these structures act as a brake on events or as an accelerator.”2 Meanwhile the cultural historian Inoue Shōichi urges colleagues to reconsider the periodization of Japanese history in a broader Eurasian context. He explains his views:




Since the Meiji era (1868–1912), the beginning of Japan’s medieval age has been associated with warriors taking power [in the later twelfth century]. But at the same time, the medieval epoch in China is seen to have begun centuries earlier, and there are countries in the West that lack an ancient age (kodai). Should not our archipelago, located at the very eastern edge of Eurasia, be viewed in the context of world history?3





In his call, Inoue echoes a historian of Southeast Asia, Victor Lieberman, who has studied the historical commonalities of the Eurasian rimlands over the long term in an effort to transcend what he calls the East-West historical divide and a skewed European metanarrative of the modern nation-state.4


Here I want to consider how a few historians have periodized their narratives of Japan’s earliest recorded epoch, while also examining how they name their periods and the historical trajectories that characterized those periods. To date, there has never been such a discussion in English, so the process will provide critical perspective on present practices, assumptions, and debates.


In textbooks and general overviews, one frequently finds periods named after the venue of the monarch’s court and capital: there are the Asuka (592–710), Nara (710–794), and Heian (794–1185) periods. Another periodization system utilizes the family name of key power holders: the Soga period in the sixth and seventh centuries and the Fujiwara Regency period, from the later ninth through the early twelfth centuries.


But much of the postwar historiography written in Japanese divides history into four epochs: kodai (ancient age); chūsei (middle age); kinsei (early modern age); and kindai (modern age). This scheme is generally paired with a Marxist model of socioeconomic development that sees society developing from the primitive communalism of kin groups in prehistory, into a slave-based society in the ancient age, into a serf-based society in the medieval age, and then into a capitalist society in the modern age. Historians adopted this system of epochs because it was originally used in Europe and thus aligned Japan’s history with global history. In their textbooks and overviews, however, Japanese historians have frequently divided each epoch into subperiods employing the names of palace location or power holders.


A difficulty associated with this epochal system is that there is little consensus as to when each of the four epochs began and ended, or the major historical trajectories characterizing each epoch. And in the case of kodai, our focus here, there are even alternative English translations, including “age of antiquity,” “ancient age,” or “classical age.” I prefer the last, because it spotlights kodai as the foundational epoch of Japan’s civilization, when its key elements were imported, adapted, and put in place. These elements include the Chinese-style monarchy of the tennō (literally, “heavenly sovereign”), together with its court and law; the use of Chinese language and learning as the basis of literacy and learning; the official religious system, including realm-protecting Buddhism and a realmwide system of shrines patronized by the throne; and the capital-to-provinces administrative system. However transformed through time, these elements endured for centuries, and some of them continue today as legacies of the classical age. Most scholars see this formative age beginning in the later seventh century. But its transition to the medieval age (chūsei) is the subject of debate. Its resolution requires agreement on the key historical trajectories and the identification of major changes and watersheds. To gain a sense of the thinking on these matters, I offer a sampling of how ten historians have characterized the major flows of classical history, and describe how and when they have marked the transition from classical to medieval within them.


A good place to begin is the work of Sir George Sansom (1883–1965), arguably the best-read historian of Japan in the twentieth-century West. In his three-volume History of Japan, published in the 1950s, he called the epoch during which Japanese civilization developed—from the fifth to the twelfth century—“antiquity.” Concerning his views on trajectories and the significance of antiquity, Sansom explained how by the fifth century the early Yamato polity was receiving Chinese ways through contacts with Korean kingdoms. After the adoption of realm-protecting Buddhism by the mid-seventh century, the stage was set for “the full impact of Chinese institutions” at the eighth-century capital of Heijō (Nara).


But dynastic problems, the failure of laws regulating landholding and provincial taxation, and the rise of great private estates (shōen) signaled the failure of these systems by later Nara times. The Northern Fujiwara regent-led court, with its “rule of taste,” presided over the realm from the later ninth century onward, and it terminated diplomatic contacts with the continent, even if commercial relations continued. A native script (kana) also enabled vernacular literature. Sansom specifically saw the aristocratic rule of taste as a reaction to Chinese influence.


Sovereign powers passed to the aristocracy by the turn of the eleventh century; and later in that century, by the time retired monarchs (in) led the court, warrior commanders were becoming increasingly important along with private estates, and both decreased the authority of court government. The result was emergence of the medieval “feudal” state by 1200, characterized by decentralized administration of the provinces in the hands of the provincial landed gentry.


John Whitney Hall (1916–1997) is another important historian of Japan writing in English. Inspired by Max Weber’s historical sociology, Hall traced the development and transformation of authority systems in the capital and countryside over the long term in his Government and Local Power in Japan, 500–1700 (1966). He began by describing a protohistorical society based on a kin system of segmenting conical clans (uji). This was followed by a confederacy of regional chieftains led by Yamato kings during the Tomb Age (300–600 CE), and then by a Chinese-style monarchy and state system that emerged around the turn of the eighth century. But after the move of the capital to Heian in 794, a return to reliance on kin structures and “abandonment of the concept of the state,” as well as the rise of warrior bands and landed estates, advanced patrimonial and private authority from the early tenth century onward.


Despite Hall’s employment of Weber’s ideas, he was anxious that Japan’s history be studied on its own terms. That is why he dug deeply into archives for documents that detailed local developments, which he then abstracted and wove into his narrative. In his textbook Japan, from Prehistory to Modern Times, Hall divided Japan’s premodern history into an “aristocratic age” and a “feudal age,” and he located the roots of the latter in the tenth century, with the rising influence of warrior commanders and their followings. This culminated still later in the formation of Kamakura warrior government in the late twelfth century. While Sansom and Hall came from different generations and used different methodologies and sources, they generally agreed on periodization and the main trajectories of change from the classical to the medieval age.


A third historian writing in English, Conrad Totman (1934–), brought a strong interest in environmental history to his survey history, A History of Japan (2000). Therein Totman traces human historical roles in Japan from top predator in pre–Agricultural Revolution times to manager of the human-centered biological community in classical and medieval times. He identifies two early epochs, based on changing technologies and modes of production, that look very different from those postulated by Sansom and Hall: up to 1000 BCE, “from origins to agriculture”; and from 400 BCE to 1200 CE, the “age of dispersed agriculturalists.” In his narrative outlining developments during the second of these epochs, Totman describes the early ritsuryō polity as “classical” and traces a process of adaptation and change therein from mid-Nara times (c. 750). First regents and then retired monarchs presided as court leaders from the ninth century onward, and their eras saw the development of “classical higher culture.” A transitional “diarchy,” comprising joint rule by courtier and warrior centers, led the realm from the late twelfth to the later fourteenth century, until it was finally replaced by the medieval multicentered kenmon polity presided over by the Ashikaga shogun, Yoshimitsu (1358–1408; ruled 1368–1394).


A major influence on Totman’s system of periodization was the historiography of Kuroda Toshio (1926–1993). Kuroda argued that traditional descriptions of the medieval polity focusing on the leading role of warrior organizations, the shogunates, is not sufficient. He insisted that we consider the effect of powerful households from various orders of society—aristocratic, military, and religious—that headed up realmwide chains of cliency relations and that he called “the gates of power” (kenmon). By later Heian times these alliances—others have called them factions—competed for power while cooperating with the throne to manage the realm. Each of the four types of kenmon had its own distinctive organization, but all looked to the monarch as their sacral liege, and the court remained the major ritual center as well as a place of mediation for quarrels between kenmon. In addition, all kenmon depended on the estate system presided over by the monarch for their livelihoods. Meanwhile a doctrine of the interdependence of the King’s Law and the Buddha’s Law supported this system ideologically, and the monarch’s capital at Kyoto functioned as the political, economic, and cultural center.


Kuroda’s timeline tracing the history of these cliency chains had three stages: First, in classical times the Northern Fujiwara regents and retired monarchs utilized their household offices to exercise political leadership at court; second, in the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, aristocrats resisted efforts by Kamakura’s warrior government to suppress other kenmon; and third, in the later fourteenth century, the Ashikaga shogun Yoshimitsu successfully asserted leadership over other kenmon. Notably, Totman’s periodization modifies that of Kuroda. Totman denotes only Kuroda’s third stage as the “medieval kenmon polity,” while he sees Kuroda’s first two stages as the continuation of the long period of transition that bridged the classical and medieval ages. Totman therefore lessens the significance of the first warrior government at Kamakura.


William Wayne Farris’s survey history, Japan to 1600 (2009), adopts a demographic approach, in a move away from political and elite history. For the bones of his story, Farris proposes five demographic phases spanning the years 600 to 1600, with three that span the period from 600 to 1180: 600 to 800, “an end to growth”; 800 to 1050, the “age of depopulation”; and 1050 to 1180, the “epoch of minimal growth.” As this scheme indicates, Farris thinks that population growth and the resource base turned static about 730 and remained so until 1300, due to poor harvests, adverse climatic developments, primitive agrarian technology, disease, and ecological degradation. Other trajectories described by Farris include the development of greater social complexity, the unraveling of the Chinese-style ritsuryō polity, the emergence of an aristocratic state, and rising levels of violence that resulted in militarization.


By 1050, he contends, specialization resulted in a trifunctional elite with aristocratic, clerical, and military members, and with each group having its own special relationship with the monarch. This growing complexity caused increasing competition and quarrels. Although Farris dates a modest economic recovery from the twelfth century, only after 1300 does he see signs of dynamic growth, along with still greater social specialization; tighter corporate organization of village, city, market, and family; and transformations in gender relations.


In addition to his demographic periods, Farris uses epochal designations such as “ancient” and “medieval,” and he accepts that the medieval age began in the later twelfth century, when warrior commanders rose to become leaders of the realm. But those warriors and their institutions serve only as the subplot for Farris’s main demographic story, and he reminds us that people from all orders of society considered the age one of millennial decline, the “Latter Days of the Buddhist Law” (mappō).


Kuroita Katsumi (1874–1946), whom many consider the founder of the formal study of documentary sources (diplomatics) in Japan, conceptualized Japanese history as divisible between an earlier age in which monarchs dominated the court and a later age in which warriors became increasingly influential as governors of the realm. Specifically, he proposed a four-part sociopolitical periodization that included an early age of conical clans (uji) that lasted through Nara times, followed by an age of aristocratic houses (kuge) that lasted through Heian times, followed by an age of military houses (buke) that lasted through 1868, and then the modern age. This basic schema has influenced historians writing in Japanese since Kuroita’s time.


Another early contributor to the discussion was Hara Katsurō (1871–1924), who began using the term “medieval” to denote the intermediary and decentralized stage that bridged two more stable societies, the classical ritsuryō polity and the early modern Tokugawa shogunate. Hara was particularly interested in establishing parallels between Japanese and Western history; for instance, he drew a parallel between the fall of Rome caused by German invaders and the menacing of the Heian court by eastern warriors before the founding of the Kamakura shogunate in the 1180s.


In the same year when Kuroita died, Ishimoda Shō (1912–1986) wrote his magisterial Chūseiteki sekai no keisei (The Formation of the Medieval World). Still widely read today, it provides one of the most articulate discussions of the transition from the classical to the medieval age in Japan yet to be written. Therein Ishimoda describes the waxing and waning of the classical world based on Chinese-style monarchy and law and realm-protecting Buddhism. Following the Marxist model of social development, he saw Japan’s state formation as an “Asian despotic polity” in which subjects were slaves because they lacked any claim to the land they cultivated. Deepening contradictions in this system fueled an epic struggle between “classical” and emerging “medieval” forces that eventually resulted in the decline of the former and the birth of the medieval world by the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. In Ishimoda’s view, the medieval was a synthesis between the world of kin relations in rural hamlets and the urban ways of the classical Heian capital based on Chinese-style law.


Through a case study of a well-documented estate (Kuroda no shō in Iga province, southeast of Nara), Ishimoda traced how deepening “contradictions” (i.e., threats to their livelihood) led local landholders to form dependent bonds—political, economic, and cultural—between themselves and patrons in the capital region who could protect their interests. Such bonds also allowed writing, law, and the prerogatives of office-holding to diffuse into the countryside. In this way the earlier social structure of rural hamlets was rearranged by the tenth century, a process that also saw the immanence of local deities replaced by the new idea of “reason” (dōri), whereby human relations should be organized according to law and human pragmatism. Over time, these same local landholders were being recruited as resident officials (zaichō kanjin) to serve at the headquarters of their provinces. Such service under provincial governors drew them more closely into the affairs of the capital.


Ishimoda identified the rebellion led by Taira Masakado (?–940), a local notable in eastern Japan, as “the dawn of a new age” in 939. Ishimoda portrayed Masakado and his peers as “feudal land holders” whose desire to protect privately opened fields led them to resist the authority of the distant Kyoto court. At the same time, Masakado and his peers prided themselves on being “men of the horse and bow,” members of the military order. As authorities at the provincial headquarters responded aggressively and violently against Masakado and his ilk, these local elites sought stronger connections with noble or religious patrons in the capital, and so by the early eleventh century they were commending newly cleared lands to those patrons. According to Ishimoda, such contestations—which later involved warriors loyal to Kamakura’s new shogunate in the thirteenth century—led to negotiation and significant changes in landholding practices, leading to conditions that Ishimoda saw as more serflike than slavelike. In this process, the earlier ritsuryō-based despotic polity, with its slave subjects, was transformed into a feudal polity in which commoner subjects held limited rights in land.


Ishimoda also argued that vectors and trajectories advanced at different speeds in the various spheres of politics, economics, and culture. For instance, in the cultural realm he saw the medieval age beginning during Heian times. He was particularly interested in the role played by Buddhist thought in loosening bonds of solidarity between aristocrats at court. He pointed to intellectuals like Yoshishige Yasutane (d. 1002) who were enthusiastic believers in Pure Land Buddhism (see chapter 21) as well as critics of government in their day. Ishimoda also pointed to the composition of prose tales (monogatari), the writing of military chronicles, and the compilation of short tales by courtier-intellectuals who were visibly conscious of being aristocrats at a time when Japan’s classical world was breaking down.


He identified three pillars of the emergent medieval world in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, representing in turn the development of law, vernacular literature, and religion. Ishimoda saw all three as evidencing a heightened self-consciousness among commoners, and thus as signs of the opening of Japan’s “first medieval age.”


Ishimoda’s grand narrative remains of significant interest, the more so because specialization has divided researchers studying the classical and medieval periods and the different spheres of politics, society, and culture whether urban or rural. Current researchers focus on particular trajectories outlined in Ishimoda’s story, such as the development of urban kingship, the development of landholding in the countryside, and the emergence of what some researchers have called protonationalist sentiment by marginalized midranking courtier intellectuals.


Dynamic and abundant research on the tenth and eleventh centuries, which Ishimoda highlighted as an important transitional era, is of particular interest. Researchers have described a post-ritsuryō “court-centered polity” (ōchō kokka) that bridged the earlier monarch-centered polity and the regime presided over by retired sovereigns (in) at the turn of the twelfth century. Key components of this transitional polity included great noble households at the apex of long cliency chains—in English they have been called vertical factions—that transmitted the authority and influence of court leaders far into the countryside and then transported provincial treasures back to the capital. Many scholars consider the court and realm led by retired monarchs to be sufficiently different in organization to be pronounced “medieval,” in contrast to their classical predecessor. To others, the twelfth-century court simply reflects the ongoing transition from classical to medieval, as Ishimoda argued.


Toda Yoshimi (1929–1991) and Irumada Nobuo (1942–) have clarified trajectories and structures of this “court-centered polity.” Both see the transition from classical to medieval taking place from the eleventh to the twelfth centuries. They have studied new power arrangements that linked the capital and the provinces by way of the estate (shōen) system, which they see developing between the tenth and thirteenth centuries in response to the lack of a unified government. The system legitimated claims to private land in the hands of hierarchies (chains, factions) of holders with hereditary posts and perquisites (shiki) that gave them income from the land. At the apex of each hierarchy was a leading royal, court noble, or official religious institution with overlord rights, while management rights at the local level were held by resident manager-proprietors (ryōshu) supervising cultivators. The hereditary posts and perquisites of the latter represented a medieval form of older ritsuryō posts. Irumada’s research adds the importance of regional differences between eastern and western Japan. The east was dominated by military men of the horse and bow (most commonly known as samurai in English) who shaped the characteristic institutions of Japan’s medieval age. Those institutions, according to Irumada, glorified martial prowess, bravery, and violence. This same eastern Japan, Irumada argues, was the womb of the proprietor system, for it was there that land openers made huge plots available, organized themselves as a class, and created the shogunate. By contrast, the west was dominated by small landholders who had very different lifestyles and values and organized their communities in very different ways.


Cultural historians have also articulated the process by which intellectuals became increasingly conscious of Japan’s distinctiveness from continental realms. Kimura Shigemitsu (1946–), for example, has described signs of changes in the ritsuryō-based administration of the capital city, the emergence of specialist producers, new links between center and periphery, and disregard of old status rules due to new problems with hygiene, infrastructure, and law and order. All show up frequently in the tenth-century record, as does popular enthusiasm for new religious cults. Moreover, diplomatic competition between Japan and the kingdom of Silla on the Korean peninsula, in addition to pirate attacks in the 830s and 860s, strengthened exclusionist sentiment at court, even as private trade relations with greater Asia grew stronger. The fall of the Tang dynasty in 907, together with the end of diplomacy with China, led to the decline of the earlier royal strategy of “ruling the realm through the literary arts” (monjō keikoku), a classical Chinese ideal. That development weakened the royal university while lessening the role of middle-ranking intellectuals whose functions at court and in diplomacy had been substantial. The result was a weakened monarchy whose projects and advisers were more limited, while aristocratic minister-affines were aggressively asserting their leadership.


Specifically, Kimura argues that Northern Fujiwara regents concentrated on developing court ritual. Rites increasingly replaced law as the courtiers’ main concern, and poetry written in Japanese (waka), along with the arts of divination (onmyōdō), gained favor. To the extent that regents made clients of some intellectuals, they also contributed to increasing factionalization. This was precisely the context, Kimura posits, when “home realm” (kokufü) consciousness emerged among middling intellectuals, who were increasingly marginalized. This replaced the earlier sentiment favoring the replication of Tang ways, which had united court leaders and intellectuals from mid-Nara into early Heian times.


In light of this new home-realm consciousness, members of the intelligentsia became more interested in their surroundings. For instance, Minamoto Shitagō (911–983) compiled his Wamyōruijushō dictionary of things Yamato in 930, to serve as a textbook for a princess. Similarly Minamoto Tamenori (?–1011) wrote his Buddhist handbook, the Sanbōekotoba, for another princess in 984. The scholar-monk Genshin (942–1017) produced his compendium of Pure Land texts, the Ōjōyōshū, in 985. And Yoshishige Yasutane’s accounts of countrymen who had gained salvation in Amida Buddha’s paradise, the Ōjōden, appeared around 1000. The trend culminated in the mid-eleventh century, when Fujiwara Akihira (?–1066) compiled his Literary Essence of Our Court (Honchō monzui) to preserve what he considered to be the finest writing in Chinese by Japanese literati up to his day. He also authored “The New Monkey Music” (Shinsarugakuki) as an encyclopedia of urban arts, specialties, and vocabulary for his time. As Kimura points out, Akihira’s knowledge of China enabled his home-realm consciousness and the ability to articulate it.


The foregoing survey of various periodizing schemes and the debates they prompt highlights two key points. First, that we can refer to the period from the sixth or seventh century through the late twelfth (the epoch Japanese historians call the kodai era) as Japan’s classical age, because that was when the foundations of Japanese civilization were set. And second, that the boundaries of this era are defined by how different historians envision aspects of the transition between the classical and medieval ages. We need not be bothered by the fact that some scholars think that the medieval age began in the twelfth century, while others date it from the fourteenth or fifteenth century. As long as we know what their reasoning is, we can recognize and learn from them, while integrating new information, arguments, and insights.
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Defining “Medieval”


Andrew Edmund Goble


This essay examines four key questions: When was the medieval period? Why do we refer to a medieval Japan? Was the medieval age an undifferentiated period? And what distinguishes the medieval from other periods of premodern Japanese history?


THE MEDIEVAL TIME FRAME: WHEN WAS JAPAN MEDIEVAL?


We may usefully understand Japan’s medieval period as the approximately four hundred years from the late twelfth to late sixteenth centuries. As the term is commonly employed, the “medieval era” embraces at least seven overlapping subdivisions: the Kamakura age (named after a city) of 1180–1333; the Kenmu period (named for a calendar era) of 1333–1336, or 1336–1339; the Muromachi (named after a location in Kyoto) or Ashikaga (named after a ruling family) period of 1336–1573; the Northern and Southern Courts era of 1336–1392; the Ōnin period (named for a calendar era) of 1467–1477; the Warring States period (the name drawn from classical Chinese usage, but an apposite thematic descriptor for endemic warfare) of 1477–1573; and the Azuchi-Momoyama era (named after the location of warlord castles) of 1573–1598.


Scholars do not uniformly agree on precise starting and ending points for the medieval era. Moreover, the transitions between classical and medieval and between medieval and early modern are inextricably tied to questions of beginnings and endings. Thus we have a variety of possible dates and rough time frames for the start of the medieval period—the 1150s, 1180s, or 1330s—and for its ending—variously between the 1580s and the 1630s. These dates also reflect differences over the rhythms of the medieval age and over whether the medieval period was one era or an era with multiple stages.


THE GENESIS AND APPLICATION OF THE IDEA OF MEDIEVAL JAPAN


Why do we refer to a medieval Japan? The idea of a medieval period is an appropriation from European historiography. It was introduced into Japanese historiography in the early twentieth century by the historian Hara Katsurō, who, after extensive study of European history, concluded that Japan, too, had had a period in which medieval characteristics were prominent and thus that the idea that Japan had experienced a medieval era had explanatory utility. It has since become a central organizing element in the conceptualization of Japanese history. What prompted the appropriation of the term “medieval”?


The appropriation occurred in the context of the emergence of a new international and epistemological structure that privileged the achievements of the West and was associated with industrialization, imperialism, colonialism, and the onset of “modernity.” Although the West was not internally monolithic, and certainly not a unified entity, as an overall package of Christian civilization creatively linked to a classical and biblical heritage and to the discoveries of the Enlightenment, it was represented as the supervening culmination of human progress. Its ability to conquer was the clearest proof, though tautological, of that superiority. A natural corollary of this ability was that other civilizations ranked below the West and that there was a hierarchy (not precisely delineated) into which societies, nations, or cultures might be placed. Japan was part of the world, and its level of civilization required clarification.


Arguably the most familiar part of the effort to demonstrate that Japan deserved to be evaluated highly is the program of industrialization and modernization pursued under the guidance of the Meiji leadership after 1868. Success was marked by such things as victory in war, the creation of a constitution and a constitutional monarchy, and the establishment of representative government. The 1899 abolition of the privileges of extraterritoriality enjoyed by Western nations was perhaps the most explicit symbolic recognition that Japan was civilized.


The modernization process also included studying new Western knowledge. As a corollary, existing Japanese knowledge in most fields was denigrated when not explicitly discarded. Historiography was one of the new areas, for an essential element in claiming to have a civilization was to be able to solidly document its past. This need lay behind the establishment of a historical compilation bureau, the gathering of primary sources from around the country, and an effort to bring new historical interpretations to the Japanese past. While the collecting of sources built upon a strong tradition of preserving and classifying primary materials, “scientific methodology” was a new element in interpreting the past. Exposure to Western history made it possible to examine Japan’s past from entirely new intellectual (historiographical) perspectives. Japanese historians (a new professional category) trained in Western methods and theories appear, like their counterparts in fields such as medicine or philosophy, to have eagerly imbibed Western knowledge.


The notion of stages of historical progress, and of phases in the development of civilization, was integral to the new historiographical knowledge. The available Western divisions were “ancient,” “medieval,” and “modern”; the terms “antiquity,” “classical,” and “feudal” were also in use. Conveniently, Japanese words existed for most of these. For example, in his discussions of medicine and medical writings, the Buddhist physician Kajiwara Shōzen (1265–1337) uses the terms “former age” (zendai), “recent era” (kinsei), and “modern age” (kindai). Emperor Hanazono (1297–1348), in his discussions of history and human events, also uses zendai, kinsei, and kindai, as well as such terms as “the past” (mukashi), “antiquity” (ko), “previous ages” (sendai), “middle past” (chūko), “recent past” (kinko), “the contemporary present” (tōji), and “the future era” (kōsei).


A fuller study of how Japanese thinkers organized the past in the many centuries prior to the late 1800s might well reveal additional terms and, perhaps, might also demonstrate that thinkers living in different eras may have applied the same vocabulary for different periods of time. But the basic point here is that the modern classifiers of the past had readily available to them a vocabulary and a set of organizing concepts that could be appropriated and deployed. Scholars today use the standard progression of kodai (ancient), chūsei (middle, medieval), kinsei (recent, i.e., early modern), and kindai (modern), as well as posuto modan (postmodern).


Of these terms, “medieval” represents the most intriguing (and successful) effort to reconceptualize the past. While we have noted the prior existence of a “middle past,” the term appears only to have been a fuzzy indicator of temporal distance and was not invested with any particular explanatory significance or connotation of an “age.” The notion of antiquity was positively associated with a laudable and venerable earlier time. The idea of recent or modern was likewise a useful organizing category, although it was used in more than one sense: sometimes to imply an era that represented some form of decline from antiquity, but at other times with reference to specific areas of endeavor (such as medicine) to connote “recent” and “better.” Thus the discovery of the medieval in Japan was an intellectually profound development.


Two main and complementary components informed the discovery of the Japanese medieval. The first was the realization that the concept of feudalism could readily be applied to Japanese history. The idea of feudalism has had its own history, and its usefulness as a construct has come under increased scrutiny. Nonetheless, it was a dominant historiographical concept in the late nineteenth and much of the twentieth century. Among the elements of feudalism, or that make a feudal society, non-Marxist historians identified such things as the absence of a strong centralized state; a mounted warrior class that dominated society; ties between leaders and followers in the warrior class based on the notions of service and reward, characterized as a system of lordship and vassalage; and an economic foundation in which wealth was not generated from money, commerce, or industry, but was based upon ownership or control of agricultural land and those who worked it.


These elements were all present in Japan. The relationship between central and local power shifted over time in Japan, but overall we may note decentralization and a hegemonic, rather than dictatorial, central authority. From the 1200s through the 1600s, local authority, in the form of increasingly autonomous warlords who ruled what were in effect their own principalities, held sway, and thus these centuries may be accurately characterized as decentralized. The samurai warrior class—mounted, proficient with bows and swords, supported by rights in land, expecting rewards in return for service, and at least professing a concern to loyal service (though it was a highly conditional, almost contractual matter)—was easily identifiable as an equivalent to European knighthood. The fact that a similar warrior society had not been identified elsewhere outside Europe apart from Japan, only strengthened the sense that Japan too had had a feudal stage in its history and thus could be seen as medieval.


The second component informing the discovery of the Japanese medieval was that turning points that might delineate a distinct period and distinguish it from what preceded and what succeeded it were also readily identifiable. In fact, they had been well known in Japan for some time. Those turning points were associated with the rise of the warrior class to political prominence, whereby the warriors became the single most important group in the shaping of Japanese history for some seven centuries. Two examples of such turning points serve also as a prelude to the varied perspectives on the medieval that exist in the present: the first from a Japanese Buddhist thinker writing in 1219, and the second from a Portuguese Jesuit writing in 1620.


Gukanshō (“Miscellany of an Ignorant Fool”; also translated as “The Future and the Past”), by the Buddhist priest Jien, is sometimes taken as Japan’s first interpretive history, written from a Buddhist perspective. But while Jien’s conceptualization of stages of Japanese history owes much to Buddhist notions of stages in the unfolding and influence of Buddhist truth in the world, he was prompted to write by an entirely secular phenomenon: the rise of the warrior class, as embodied in an autonomous warrior administration in the city of Kamakura (the regime we call the Kamakura shogunate). Jien could not predict the future, and so was unaware of the later history of the shogunate, or that warriors would dominate and be prominent for another 650 years, but he harbored no doubt that the emergence of the warriors (which had commenced more than sixty years earlier, in the 1150s, and was one of the verities of his life) was a significant turning point in Japanese history. It was this fact that he wanted to explain. Even though it was evident to many contemporaries that something significant had occurred in the late 1100s and that the imperial court aristocracy was being eclipsed, Jien’s work was the first to treat the emergence of the warriors as a development of historical significance. As it happens, we also note the emergence of the warriors as a historical turning point.


The second example, provided by author Joao Rodrigues, offered a different date for a historical turning point catalyzed by warriors. Rodrigues lived in Japan from 1580 to 1610 and wrote his account in Macao a decade after being expelled. Nonetheless, he was fluent in Japanese, had interacted with learned people, and had witnessed the end of endemic civil war and the foundation of the Tokugawa shogunate. We may thus safely assume that his views are a reliable guide to contemporaneous Japanese understanding of the past.


Rodrigues divided Japanese history into three periods. The first, the “true and proper” period, lasted 1,960 years from the time of the first “king,” Jinmu, until 1340. In this first era, “kings” (i.e., emperors) ruled, rites were performed, taxes were collected, and civil nobles served the court and also enjoyed revenues from lands. In addition, a military nobility was commanded by a shogun, who resided in Kamakura and who did not usurp the king’s authority. The second period, lasting from 1340 to 1585, commenced with the rebellion of Ashikaga Takauji, who became shogun. In consequence the country fell into warfare, the realm was left without a central government, and the country was split up into “diverse kingdoms.” Robbery, banditry, and piracy were rife; dwellings of the old nobility were burned down and destroyed; peasants lived a wretched existence. Trust was non-existent; treachery was commonplace. The “only authority was military might.” The third period began in 1585, with the commencement of Hideyoshi’s eventual subjugation of the country, but Rodrigues also acknowledged that this period “partly began” during the lifetime of Hideyoshi’s lord, Nobunaga. After Hideyoshi’s conquest of Kyushu in 1588, peace reigned; culture, trade, and laws were restored; and the old elite was completely replaced by a new, upwardly mobile one. It was eminently clear that the end of warfare and the restoration of civil rule, even though under the aegis of a shogun, was the hallmark of the new era. The failure to mention Ieyasu or the Tokugawa no doubt reflects an animus held against them by Rodrigues, but the overall schema remains intact.1


These two examples provide food for thought about pivotal turning points and historical rhythms. But it is clear that the emergence of warriors and the attendant introduction of violence into political life were seen as a major historical turning point. And Rodrigues is clear that the elimination of warfare also marked a defining moment.


To return to the discovery of the medieval, it would have been strikingly obvious to historians in the early twentieth century that there was much in the Japanese record, and in indigenous Japanese understanding of that record, to support the idea that Japan had in fact experienced a medieval period.


MEDIEVAL BEGINNINGS AND PIVOTAL TURNING POINTS


Was the medieval an undifferentiated period? The rise of the warrior class is inseparable from the dating of the medieval era; in essence these are the two elements around which debate about medieval chronology revolves. If the medieval period commenced with the emergence of the warriors in the late 1100s, it would make sense that it ended with the decline of the warriors in 1868. Since, however, there is clear consensus that the medieval era ended somewhere around 1600 and that warriors continued to be dominant after that, might it be possible that the emergence of the warriors did not mark the beginning of the medieval? But if that is the case, is the emergence and century-and-a-half-long existence of the first warrior government (the Kamakura shogunate) not medieval? That seems counterintuitive.


The issue of when the medieval period began is thus not a spurious one, and has wider implications for our understanding of the premodern era as a whole. Intriguingly, some of the understandings that have been offered reflect perspectives that we have already identified with earlier observers (Jien and Rodrigues) and involve crossroads in the 1180s and the 1330s.


The pivotal moment of the 1180s is based on the establishment of the first warrior government, the Kamakura shogunate. Its historical significance, understood then as well as now, lay in the fact that for the first time the traditional ruling elite had lost its ability to control both substantial portions of the country and a significant social group—the warrior class of eastern Japan. A much older narrative, that the rise of the warrior class was inevitable, is no longer regarded as meaningful and has been superseded by the realization that the rise of the warriors was facilitated by particular circumstances and was not predictable. This perspective of contingency, which also argues against any notion that warriors had identifiable longer-term goals, is strengthened by the fact that the first shogunate acted in concert with the old polity (centered in the imperial capital of Kyoto) to maintain, rather than eliminate, structures of authority, despite the shogunate’s military dominance. That said, over time the shogunate did become the senior partner in this so-called dual polity.


Evidence for designating the 1330s as a turning point suggests a rupture rather than a transition. In this view, the first shogunate was the result more of an evolution than of a sharp break. The change initiated in the 1330s is highlighted by three points. First, the Kamakura shogunate was totally extirpated; this was a qualitative change from the past practices that had effected political change through institutional restructuring rather than elimination. Second, sharp ideological divisions emerged in the 1330s. The conflict, although often mistaken as one between warriors and civil authority, was over competing visions of the future—the past was not the issue. Third, violence emerged as an accepted political tool, and warfare became a new element in Japanese society. As a result, warriors became the driving force of political and institutional change, thereby eclipsing an order of civil aristocrats that had held sway since the mid-600s.


The factual basis for calling either the 1180s or the 1330s a turning point is not in dispute. Accordingly (and while my personal inclination is to see the 1330s as the more powerful catalyst for a churning medieval era), there is much merit in considering the medieval era, like others, a dynamic one and discerning several stages within it. As the chronological-named periods noted at the beginning of this chapter suggest, the number of possibilities for slicing and dicing the medieval is virtually limitless. Here, however, I modestly divide the medieval era into two broad phases, which we may label early and late medieval. The early medieval encompasses the emergence of warrior political power in the late 1100s and the demise of the first warrior political institution, the Kamakura shogunate, which was distinguished by its governing ethos of adjudication and negotiation. The late medieval commenced with an explosion of violence and came to an end when warfare was brought under control two and a half centuries later. Warrior institutions of this age were distinguished by the fact that overt military power provided their legitimacy.


I now identify specific aspects of the early and the late medieval, along with broader characteristics that distinguish the medieval from other eras.


SOME CHARACTERISTICS OF THE MEDIEVAL AGE


What distinguishes the medieval period? Three characteristics differentiate it from the preceding classical (Heian) period and the succeeding early modern (Tokugawa) period: warfare, social mobility, and active engagement with the overseas world.


The extent of military violence was different in the early medieval than in the late medieval. While limited during the early medieval epoch, such violence was a newly important element in Japanese politics from the 1150s. The Kamakura shogunate was established as a result of battles that occurred throughout the country; internecine violence punctuated the tenure of the shogunate, and there were two foreign invasions of Japan. Yet in every case, the fighting was of limited duration and intensity.


The military violence of the late medieval era was qualitatively different, introducing warfare into Japanese society. The fighting involved virtually all social classes, and campaigns extended across distance and time. Warfare could persist over decades. This was the only period in Japanese history when warriors could expect warfare to be a permanent part of their lives. The organization of warfare became progressively complex and specialized, and by the mid-1550s warlord domains (or principalities) were placed on a permanent war footing in order to achieve the twin goals of supporting an effective army and protecting the domain’s productive capacity.


A second characteristic of the medieval age was social mobility. Much of this social mobility was a by-product of warfare, which transformed the composition of the warrior order. During the Kamakura period, warrior-landholders represented a largely closed hereditary elite with a virtual monopoly on fighting skills, and warriors and warrior families did not actually base their claims to martial talent on regular demonstrations. After the 1330s, and particularly after the 1460s, not only did the demands of warfare require recruitment of fighters not born into warrior families, but warfare also proved to be a ruthless winnowing process in which claims to martial prowess reflected only actual battle success. As a result, the composition of warrior society changed radically. The most spectacular example of this was the warlord Toyotomi Hideyoshi, who was born into a peasant family and died as the most powerful individual of his day.


Social mobility was accompanied by economic changes, among them the ongoing transfer of ownership of agricultural land from proprietors to cultivators and the development of farming for the market, noticeable by the end of the Kamakura period; the increasing monetization of the economy from the mid-1200s; the emergence of trade guilds as significant economic and social forces by the late 1300s; and the development of the money-lending industry as a key component of commercial activity by the early 1400s. All these changes offered new possibilities for bypassing the structures and assumptions that had made wealth largely a by-product of elevated social and political status. Instead, it now became possible for agriculturalists and merchants to create their own wealth and to gain influence through the use of financial resources rather than depending on political or social prerogatives.


Social mobility is also readily seen in the development of new artistic forms. Part of the impetus for this change came from powerful warriors who demanded and patronized modes of artistic expression not primarily associated with the traditions and arbiters of the classical age. Ready examples include the Noh theater, the standards of aesthetic appreciation emanating from Zen models of painting and ceramics, and the creation of what we have come to describe as the culture of tea. We might perhaps describe these new forms as upwardly mobile arts, but they contributed to social mobility by enabling individuals of diverse social backgrounds (including the very humble) to develop creative talents that, when recognized, could translate into positive economic and social benefits.


The third characteristic of the medieval era was extensive overseas contact, particularly with the mercantile, religious, and artistic milieu of South China. In medieval times, Japan was an integral part of an East Asian macro-culture. The rhythms of engagement stand out on their own terms, but given the limited nature of late classical interactions and the conscious and enduring restrictions on overseas contact that marked the succeeding Tokugawa era, the medieval experience is arresting.


This contact incorporates a second major wave of Chinese influence on Japanese civilization, an influence perhaps best known in the form of the appropriation and development of a multifaceted and cosmopolitan Zen culture encompassing poetry, literature, painting, landscaping, ceramics, architecture, and cuisine—now recognized as a quintessential component of the Japanese cultural tradition. But the contact also included such things as new medical knowledge transmitted via printed Song, Yuan, and Ming medical texts, which in turn opened up a new world of pharmaceuticals and medical formulas whose ingredients included such items as frankincense imported from the Middle East and whose compounding techniques owed much to Islamic medicine. And, because of the trade routes, or the knowledge that Japan was a destination point in a trade network stretching from Africa, the Portuguese and other Europeans for the first time made their way to Japan, bringing new knowledge, including cartographic evidence that Japan was part of a world larger than its inhabitants had previously imagined. Of note also is the fact that the monetization of the Japanese economy was made possible only because of the importation of hundreds of millions of Chinese coins, which compensated for the absence of currency issued by any Japanese political authority.


The overseas contact was facilitated by a maritime network run by Chinese merchants whose activities propelled the growth of Hakata in Kyushu into an international trading center. Many of these merchants took up residence there and established a substantial, long-term community that, through trade and through intermarriage, fashioned a cosmopolitan milieu. Throughout the medieval era, people and goods transited Hakata in a two-way exchange, and for many Japanese, overseas study and sojourn were, while memorable, a familiar and unexceptional, rather than strange or extraordinary, experience. The ubiquity of overseas contact is additional testimony to the importance of the medieval as a historical era and enriches our understanding of it beyond the more familiar images of a feudal society or an age of warriors.


How then do we define the medieval era? Chronologically, we fruitfully locate it between the late twelfth and the late sixteenth centuries. Conceptually, while the notion of medieval is an appropriation from European historiography, it can be meaningfully applied to the events and rhythms of Japanese history, and its use has enhanced our understanding of the Japanese past. The medieval age also had distinct characteristics—including military violence, social mobility, and overseas contact—that set it apart from other eras of Japanese history (with the possible exception of the modern era, which in good humor we might dub the post-medieval).


Sources and Suggestions for Further Reading


See the bibliography for complete publication data.


Adolphson, Mikael S. “Social Change and Contained Transformations: Warriors and Merchants in Japan, 1000–1300” (2004).


Cooper, Michael. They Came to Japan: An Anthology of European Reports on Japan, 1543–1640 (1965).


Duus, Peter. Feudalism in Japan. 3rd edition (1993).


Friday, Karl F. “The Futile Paradigm: The Quest for Feudalism in Early Medieval Japan” (2010).


_____. Samurai, Warfare and the State in Early Medieval Japan (2004).


Goble, Andrew Edmund. Confluences of Medicine in Medieval Japan: Buddhist Healing, Chinese Knowledge, Islamic Formulas, and Wounds of War (2011).


_____. “Medieval Japan” (2007).


Goble, Andrew Edmund, Kenneth R. Robinson, and Haruko Wakabayashi, eds. Tools of Culture: Japan’s Cultural, Intellectual, Medical, and Technological Contacts in East Asia, 1000s–1500s (2009).


Hall, John Whitney. Government and Local Power in Japan, 500 to 1700: A Study Based on Bizen Province (1966).


Keirstead, Thomas. “Inventing Medieval Japan: The History and Politics of National Identity” (1998).


Mass, Jeffrey P., ed. The Origins of Japan’s Medieval World: Courtiers, Clerics, Warriors, and Peasants in the Fourteenth Century (1997).


Note


1. Rodrigues, “Three Periods of Japanese History,” in Cooper, They Came to Japan, 28–32.




5


Defining “Early Modern”


Mary Elizabeth Berry


“Early modern” is a general temporal label used by historians to describe many societies scattered across the globe. Unlike particular labels, such as “Tokugawa Japan” or “Stuart England,” which evoke singular local conditions, the general term insists on a comparative framework. The comparison can be internal—as, for example, the phrase “early modern Japan” implies differences from both an earlier “medieval Japan” and a later “modern Japan.” The comparison can also be external—as, for example, the phrase “early modern Japan” implies similarities with “early modern England” (or America or China or any number of other places).


This chapter explores two major developments in early modern Japan that mark both a break with the medieval Japanese experience and a connection with the early modern experience elsewhere in the world: the emergence of a strong state and the penetration of a market economy. These developments occasioned additional changes that, collectively, historians tend to take as defining features of early modernity: urbanization; the specialization and integration of labor; the redistribution of income to a nascent middle class; the growth of popular consumption; the spread of schooling, literacy, and commercial printing; and the improvement in standards of well-being, from nutrition to life expectancy.


Implicit in the “early modern” label is the useful suggestion that these features provided a common foundation for the “modern” experience. Even so, the label erases distinctions neither with modernity proper (which brought such stunning changes as industrial production and world war) nor between early modern societies themselves. No two were alike. Early modern Japan stood apart from early modern Europe, for example, in the trajectory of the state. Strong by many measures, the Japanese state was not highly centralized. More important, it used its authority to enforce a pacification agenda that precluded the aggressive foreign expansion, both in trade and in war, emblematic of early modernity elsewhere. So, too, the penetration of the market economy did not encourage the forms of democratic liberalism critical to civil society in the West.


Why? Here we come to the power of comparison. Like all labels, the term “early modern” is a blunt tool for detecting shared properties without leveling its subjects into uniformity. But insofar as it draws into relief the differences as well as the similarities in those subjects, the term abets the goal of historical analysis: understanding the reasons for convergence and divergence by examining the particularities of local experience. Early modern change across the globe derived from variable sources and effected variable outcomes. Below, I consider them in the Japanese context.


A useful beginning date for the early modern period is 1573, when the last Ashikaga shogun fled into exile in the face of escalating conquests by Oda Nobunaga. A useful ending date is 1868, when the last Tokugawa shogun resigned his office in the face of ascendant demands for imperial restoration. Although dates are no more than signposts, these choices foreground the importance of political power in shaping change. It was the laws of several generations of victorious generals that created the framework for the early modern transformation. So, too, it would be the laws of several generations of governing oligarchs that dismantled that framework to establish the contours of modern rule in the late nineteenth century.


The prelude to the early modern experience was a civil war so long, pervasive, and hungry for combatants that most men over the age of fifteen were recruited for battle. Fighting began in 1467, with quarrels over succession in the Ashikaga shogunate, and continued for over a century as scores of martial houses exploited the chaos to build bases for local dominance. The indeterminate contests among these houses shifted course with the rise of Oda Nobunaga. Conquering a third of the country, Nobunaga inaugurated the climactic campaigns of “unification” that delivered centralized control over Japan to his successors: first Toyotomi Hideyoshi, later Tokugawa Ieyasu.


Unification entailed war making of unprecedented scale, bloodletting, and devastation to martial houses (even, in the end, the Oda and Toyotomi themselves). But it also entailed peacemaking of astonishing virtuosity; for the mounting consequences of the late campaigns indicated that no victory could be conclusive, and no victor safe, without a break in the cycle of violence. Policies of domestic pacification became, then, the core agenda of Toyotomi Hideyoshi (in power 1582–1598). They were sufficiently expanded by Tokugawa Ieyasu to undergird a durable regime that would govern Japan for fifteen generations under the title of shogun.


One critical instrument of peace was alliance between warlords. Although long an opportunistic strategy of combat, alliance served Hideyoshi and Ieyasu as a precept of state building. Both men disavowed visions of absolutist power concentrated in a single hegemon to conceive the polity as a coalition, or confederation, of daimyo lords. In effect, they chose to build on wartime legacies of strong local rule. Hence, even as they launched their final campaigns, Hideyoshi and Ieyasu shared power with numerous allies (including former rivals and enemies) by formally vesting them with domainal lands and conceding substantial autonomy in domainal governance. Significantly, the daimyo retained control over their own armies and their own land taxes. They varied in number (reaching a rough total of 260 during the mature stage of the Tokugawa regime), in the size of their holdings (lurching from vast to petty), and in origin (crossing the spectrum of old and new, trusted and dubious, kindred and non-related houses). The daimyo role in rule was nonetheless so elemental that the early modern state has come to be called the baku-han system: a union of the central authority of the shogun (baku) and the local authority of the daimyo (han).


Central authority took most aggressive form in a series of laws that, once daimyo alliances emerged as the path to peace, aimed at cutting the very roots of violence. Farmers were to be stripped of all weapons and registered in villages as full-time cultivators responsible for paying land taxes. Samurai were to be withdrawn from villages to the castle towns of their individual daimyo lords and supported there on rice stipends (the equivalent of salaries). By separating the classes and forbidding movement between them, early modern leaders sought to deny warriors the direct access to human and material resources that had long fueled combat. They also constrained the freedom of daimyo, notably with the system of “alternate attendance” perfected by the Tokugawa: each lord was required to spend half of each year in the shogunal capital of Edo and to leave permanently there his principal consort and his heir.


Backing up these flamboyant initiatives were many quieter but far-reaching policies, which confirmed central authority over both the daimyo and vital public interests. The Toyotomi and the Tokugawa compelled the daimyo to reduce their fortifications; to renounce private pacts; to provide military service and corvée labor for their overlords; to transfer domains on command; and, most important, to submit to central discipline for maladministration. The Toyotomi and Tokugawa heads emerged as public rulers with an equally formidable program of national regulation. Their administrations assumed control over religious institutions, major ports and cities, the system of highways, most mining resources, the minting of coins, and the standardization of measures. They came to serve as the nation’s ultimate courts of appeal. They effectively managed, and financed, the imperial court.
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