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A Note on Japanese and Chinese Names


PERSONAL NAMES


Japanese and Chinese family names are listed first, followed by the personal name (e.g., Yamagata Aritomo), except when the individual is well-known by the Anglicized version (e.g., I. M. Pei or Akira Iriye).


Similarly, certain historical figures are better known by their Anglicized names than by their actual names (e.g., Ch’iang K’ai-shek is better known than Jiang Jieshi; Sun Yat-sen is better known than Sun Zhongshan). An attempt will be made to use the Pin-yin version but indicate the Anglicized name in parentheses the first time it is used.


PLACE NAMES


The Pin-yin system will be used except when a quotation is made from another source or when the old Wade-Giles system is so familiar that using the new system would seem to be an affectation (e.g., “Beijing Duck” or the Japanese “Guangdong Army”).




Preface


The quarter-century since Mikiso Hane’s first edition of Modern Japan: A Historical Survey was published in 1986 has not been particularly good for Japan. Since then, Japan has slipped from its newly acquired status as the world’s number-one economy to what many consider third place behind the United States and China. The last ten years of the twentieth century and the first ten years of the twenty-first have been justly called the “Lost Decades” in Japan. The Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), which had ruled Japan since its inception in 1955, encountered a political groundswell that ousted it from power in the early 1990s and cracked it open like an eggshell in the mid-2000s. Leftist political movements coalesced briefly in the 1990s but fell apart shortly and were stymied by other political forces in the 2000s.


The national economy that had soared in the 1980s burst like a child’s soap bubble in the 1990s. Japan’s financial class, which had arrogantly acquired iconic markers of European and American power (e.g., Rockefeller Center in New York City and countless works of art) when Japan’s land prices skyrocketed in the 1980s, ignominiously sold them off in the 1990s when Tokyo land prices collapsed. Suddenly the “Japan Inc.” that had smugly preached Japanese quality control to the American automobile industry no longer strutted about as if it really believed that Japan was “Number One,” as one American academic had claimed a decade before.1


Japan had piously preached world peace by virtue of its Peace Constitution, which eschews war as an extension of diplomacy. In the early 1980s Japan’s diplomats began a concerted effort to have Japan installed as a permanent member of the United Nations Security Council. Beginning in the early 1990s, however, it sheepishly contributed huge sums to support the United Nations in quixotic military ventures into Bosnia, Iraq (twice!), and Afghanistan. The other members of the Security Council (Great Britain, Russia, France, the United States, and the People’s Republic of China) firmly reminded Japan that in order to become a permanent member, one had to pledge the nation’s military forces to staff the UN peace-keeping forces. Because Japan’s constitution prohibits military forces, Japan could not pledge its Self-Defense Forces to that service.


The smug, self-satisfied Japan of the 1980s was hoist on its own petard in the 1990s and early 2000s. Praised and feted by the world press when it was an economic giant, it now cowered when criticized for its desultory enforcement of its women’s rights laws; its treatment of Ainu, zainichi Koreans, and burakumin; and its failure to learn the lessons of its war guilt. These were bitter pills to swallow.


Japan changed dramatically over that quarter-century, but the reasons Miki had in 1986 for writing this textbook have not changed very much. Despite its economic power, Japan remains an enigma for most Americans. College students come to its study remarkably ignorant of Japanese history. The knowledge that they bring to our classes have more to do with samurai “chop-socky” movies, video games, and anime than with the brief chapter of high school world history that they endured.


The fact that Miki’s textbook is now in its fifth edition has much to do with Miki’s timeless prose and his abiding sense of humanity. As I wrote in the preface to the fourth edition, I had taken on the task of revising the book with deep humility, but also with a sense of obligation to Miki for having produced a readable history that students could and would actually read. As Jim Huffman eloquently noted in Miki’s obituary, Miki had “led the way for his American peers in making women, workers, and peasants a serious part of the narrative.”2


Many of my colleagues have thanked me for keeping Miki’s voice in the foreground of the revised fourth edition. When approached by Lindsey Zahuranec, associate acquisitions editor at Westview Press, with the idea of a new edition, I thought long and hard whether it was necessary. I asked a number of my colleagues, including Roy Hanashiro, Michael Lewis, Betsy Dorn Lublin, and Michael Schneider, and they urged that I do it. None of them said so in so many words, but the tacit understanding was that I update the book but not disturb its essence. I hope that I have done so. I have brought the domestic politics and foreign affairs sections into the current era and added a narrative of the cataclysmic “Three Strikes” of earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear meltdown of March 2011. The bibliography also has been updated, and new categories added when it seemed appropriate. I was astounded to discover that I have added almost 200 monographs published since the previous edition. Happily, the term post-modern has almost completely disappeared from titles of those new works. I suspect that a decade from now it will have as much relevance as the term Marxian.


I thank the editors at Westview, particularly Lindsey Zahuranec for her patience and assistance with the revision. Also, those friends I have mentioned, and many whom I have not, have helped me tremendously. Several have offered advice or pointed out previous errors. I am grateful to them all. As always, my wife has remained long-suffering and supportive, and I thank her as well.


Finally, I wish to thank two friends for their support, regrettably posthumously. Sharon Sievers and Sidney DeVere Brown both died recently. Sharon was my mentor at California State University-Long Beach; she has been my model as a teacher, writer, and person. I will miss her good humor and continued encouragement. Sid was my good buddy in the Midwest Japan Seminar, Midwest Conference on Asian Affairs, and in many jazz dives here and in Japan. Like Miki, he taught thousands of Midwest students in his career at the University of Oklahoma and Oklahoma State University. He was a good friend to hundreds of us in Japanese studies all over the world. He introduced me to scores of my heroes in Japanese history and also to my friend and benefactor Ian Mutsu. Sid was what I want to be when (if?) I grow up.


Louis G. Perez


Normal (still!), Illinois


October 2011


Notes


1. Ezra Vogel, Japan as Number One (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1979).


2. Journal of Asian Studies 63, 2004, pp. 571–572.
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Japan Before the Seventeenth Century


EARLY HISTORY OF THE JAPANESE PEOPLE


There is no definitive evidence concerning when and from whence the original inhabitants arrived in Japan, but it is assumed that they came from different areas of the Asian continent and the South Pacific region. The predominant strain is Mongoloid, including a considerable mixture of people of Malayan origin. The Japanese language appears to be related to both the Polynesian and the Altaic languages. Evidence suggests that as early as 200,000 years ago, paleolithic humans (who used chipped stones for tools) inhabited the islands. Also among the early inhabitants of Japan were the ancestors of the Ainu, a people of proto-Caucasian origin who live in Hokkaido today. Currently only about 50,000 Ainu remain. Their early history and their relationship with the neolithic people who inhabited the islands are not known.


Jōmon and Yayoi Periods (ca. 8000 BC to AD 250)


The early stage of the neolithic age in Japan is known as the Jōmon period. It is believed that Jōmon culture started as far back as 7000 or 8000 BC and survived until about 250 BC. The term Jōmon (meaning cord-marking) describes the type of decoration found on potteries of this age. The people of the period were hunters and food gatherers, and they lived in pit-dwellings.


The next stage in neolithic Japan was the Yayoi period, which extended roughly from 250 BC to AD 250. This culture is believed to have been the product of a new wave of immigrants of Mongoloid stock who came to the islands in the third century BC. Yayoi pots (named after the place in which they were first found in 1884) were wheel-made and less elaborately decorated than Jōmon pots. They were fired at a higher temperature and are technically superior to Jōmon pieces. Around the second century BC bronze and iron tools filtered into Japan from the continent. The rice culture, which originated in South China or Southeast Asia, filtered in around 100 BC. This latter development revolutionized the entire Japanese way of life, for it established the basis for the economy until the industrial age.


The first written accounts about Japan are found in two historical records of ancient China: The History of the Kingdom of Wei (a kingdom in north China, AD 220–265), written in AD 297, and History of the Later Han Dynasty, compiled around AD 445. According to these histories, Japan underwent a period of civil strife in the second century AD, but the land was eventually unified under a queen named Pimiku (Himiko in Japanese). Pimiku, as The History of the Kingdom of Wei relates, was a shaman who “occupied herself with magic and sorcery, bewitching the people.” Whether Pimiku was related to the clan that established hegemony over Japan is impossible to verify, but in the years after the Second World War a great deal of speculation has taken place about the origin of the early Japanese rulers, in particular their links to Korea.


Yamato Period (ca. 300–710)


The period in which regional forces began to emerge in the Yamato area to roughly the time when a fixed capital was established in Nara is known as the Yamato period (ca. 300–710). It is also referred to as the age of Tomb Culture because huge keyhole-shaped tombs were constructed to bury the chieftains of the time. Numerous artifacts such as ornaments, tools, and weapons, as well as clay figurines known as haniwa, were buried with the dead.


From the fifth century on, Japan was exposed steadily to Chinese and Korean culture as immigrants from these countries arrived in fairly large numbers. Refugees from advancing Han Chinese armies probably displaced Koreans down that rocky peninsula. Some of those displaced Koreans probably migrated across the narrow Tsushima Straits to Japan. The social, material, political, intellectual, and cultural life of the Japanese was profoundly influenced by these immigrants. Prince Shōtoku Taishi (574–622) is traditionally credited with having played a major role in adopting Chinese civilization, strengthening the imperial authority, and propagating Buddhism. He is also credited with promulgating the “Constitution of Seventeen Articles,” a series of moral injunctions.1 In 645 Nakatomi-no-Kamatari (614–669), the founder of the Fujiwara family, removed his rivals from the court and gained political supremacy. His descendants dominated the court down through the ages. Nakatomi and his followers are credited with having instituted the Taika Reforms, which involved the adoption of Chinese (Tang and Northern Wei) political institutions and policies as well as their land and tax policies.


Nara and Heian Periods (710–1185)


One of the practices adopted from China was the construction of a fixed capital city. In 710, Nara was made the seat of the imperial court, and it remained so until 784, when the capital was moved briefly to a community near Kyoto. In 794, the capital was moved again—this time to Kyoto, then known as Heiankyō. From then until 1868 the emperors resided in this city. The period from 794 to 1185 is known as the Heian period, or the era of the court aristocracy, because the court nobles led by the Fujiwara family dominated the political and cultural life of the society. Eventually cadet houses of the Fujiwara would dominate the imperial government during the feudal eras to follow. During the Nara and Heian periods Japan continued to adopt and assimilate Chinese culture and institutions as well as Buddhism. The Heian court aristocrats cultivated a highly refined taste in art and literature, and placed great emphasis on form, appearance, and decorum. Extravagant luxury, ostentatious display, and decadent sensuality prevailed at the court in its heyday.


Among the measures adopted from China during implementation of the aforementioned Taika Reforms was nationalization and equalization of land-holdings. But this policy was not fully implemented, and land soon came to be concentrated in the hands of the court aristocrats and Buddhist monasteries. Eventually privately controlled estates, or shōen, came into existence. The estates were not taxed; they were also free from the jurisdiction of government officials. Estate managers, district officials, and local estate owners began to emerge in the form of local magnates with private coteries of warriors. Eventually major military chieftains, with large circles of warriors, managed to control numerous estates and challenge the authority of the central government.


In the 1160s, one of the samurai chieftains, Taira-no-Kiyomori (1118–1181), gained control of the imperial court and had himself appointed chancellor. The Taira clan (also known as the Heike) soon found its supremacy challenged by the leader of a rival military clan known as the Genji (or Minamoto) family, led by Minamoto Yoritomo (1147–1199).


Kamakura Period (1185–1333)


After Minamoto defeated the Taira forces, he established his headquarters in Kamakura in 1185. Theoretically, he performed the role of supreme military commander (shōgun) in the service of the emperor, a post to which he was appointed in 1192. But his Bakufu (tent headquarters) became the actual locus of power. He controlled a large part of the land as his own shōen and acquired the right to appoint constables and land stewards (whose chief function was to collect taxes) throughout the land. Minamoto’s assumption of the position of shōgun, then, marked the beginning of rule by the warrior, or samurai, class. Thenceforth, except for brief periods, power was retained by the shōgun until 1867, while the emperor remained in Kyoto as the nominal ruler and high priest of the Shinto religion.


After Minamoto died in 1199, actual power of the Bakufu was taken over by his wife’s family, the Hōjō clan. Until 1333, the head of the Hōjō family wielded power as regent to the shōgun. Following an abortive attempt by the imperial court to regain power in 1221, the Hōjō family consolidated its control over the land both by confiscating the shōen of those who had supported the imperial cause and by tightening its surveillance over the imperial court.


With the emergence of the warrior class in the last years of the Heian period and during the years of warrior rule in the Kamakura period, political, social, and economic institutions and practices similar to those associated with European feudalism began to evolve. In 1232, the Hōjō government issued the Jōei Code, which defined property rights, land tenure, inheritance, and other social economic rights and obligations, thus laying the basis for later feudal laws and practices.


In the Kamakura period, popular Buddhism emerged and the code of the warriors began to take form (see Chapter 2). It was also during this period that the Mongols attempted to invade Japan in 1274 and again in 1281. Both attempts failed because devastating typhoons (known as kamikaze, or divine winds) destroyed the Mongol fleet.


Between 1333 and 1336, the imperial court led by Emperor Godaigo managed to regain power briefly with the assistance of certain disaffected military chiefs. But in 1336, one of these chiefs, Ashikaga Takauji (a relative of the Hōjō; 1305–1358), decided to take power himself; it was then that he drove the emperor out of Kyoto and established his own Bakufu. Godaigo fled south to the mountains of the Kii Peninsula, while Ashikaga placed another member of the imperial family on the throne. As a result, until 1392 there were two imperial courts—one in the north and one in the south. In 1392, the two courts merged with the understanding that the two branches would alternate in occupying the throne. But this agreement was not kept, and the Northern Court members hold the throne to this day.


The Muromachi Period and the Era of Warring States (1336–1590)


The Ashikaga shogunate, also referred to as the Muromachi Bakufu (after the district in Kyoto where the shōgun resided), remained in existence until 1573. In that year the last Ashikaga shōgun was driven out by Oda Nobunaga (1534–1582), a military chief who aspired to become shōgun himself. The Ashikaga family had failed to gain a firm grip on the land and was plagued by contentious lords. Eventually regional lords, known as daimyō (great lords), emerged. The country fell into a state of chaos as regional chiefs contended for power. This dog-eat-dog period, known as the era of the Warring States (Sengoku), lasted from the later years of the fifteenth century until the nation was unified under Toyotomi Hideyoshi in 1590. It was during this era that feudalism became firmly entrenched throughout the land. These feudal lords built castles to defend themselves from first the Ashikaga and eventually each other. Towns formed around these castles. The merchants and artisans who gathered there to provide for the samurai residents gave rise to urban professional classes that changed Japanese society.


During the same era, the economy expanded as a result of improvements in agriculture and increased trade with China. Money came to be used more widely, and commercial cities and market towns sprung up throughout the land. Some cities—notably, Sakai (near Osaka)—became autonomous political entities with their own military forces. In the middle of the sixteenth century, Portuguese traders arrived. They were soon followed by merchants from other European countries as well as by Christian missionaries led by the Jesuit Saint Francis Xavier (1506–1552).


Oda Nobunaga, a daimyō in central Japan, managed to extend his power by making effective use of the firearms introduced by the West. He appeared to be on the way to establishing his hegemony over the land. In 1568 he succeeded in gaining control of Kyoto and soon deposed the last Ashikaga shōgun. However, he was attacked by one of his generals, preferring to commit suicide rather than be captured. Then Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1536–1598), who rose from the peasantry, subdued the regional lords and completed the task of national unification. He subsequently decided to conquer Korea and China and launched an invasion of Korea in 1592. His grandiose plan was frustrated, however, when the Ming forces moved into Korea to stop his warriors.


Toyotomi came up from the peasantry himself. But in order to prevent the political order he had established from being disrupted by free-wheeling peasant-warriors, he launched a campaign to confiscate all weapons from the peasants. He also forbade them from moving off the land and instituted a nationwide cadastral survey for tax purposes, thereby establishing the social and economic policies that his successor, Tokugawa Ieyasu (1542–1616), eventually adopted to ensure social stability in his regime.


Tokugawa was one of Toyotomi’s major rivals. Because of Tokugawa’s formidable power base in the Kanto region, Toyotomi did not try to eliminate him by force but, instead, allowed him to retain his holdings in return for recognition of Toyotomi as the suzerain lord. Tokugawa, through patience, cunning, and good fortune, gained power after Toyotomi’s death. Thereafter, he established a sociopolitical system that enabled his descendants to remain in power for two and a half centuries, thus ushering in the Tokugawa period (to be discussed in detail in Chapter 2).


TRADITIONAL CULTURE AND INSTITUTIONS OF THE PRE-TOKUGAWA YEARS


The social systems, the culture and literature, the intellectual currents, and the political institutions that evolved in the pre-Tokugawa years not only persisted but also profoundly influenced the lives of the Japanese people throughout the ages.


Shinto


The indigenous religion of Japan is known as Shinto (the way of the gods). Starting as an animistic religion, which incorporated the shamanism that came in from Southeast Asia as well as from the northern Tungus, Shinto eventually became a part of the Japanese culture. The people go to Shinto shrines to pray, and during harvest festivals they join with other villagers to celebrate and give thanks to the gods for their bountiful harvest. The Japanese, like the Chinese, see no conflict in paying homage to different deities in numerous shrines and temples.


Before the imperial clan established its hegemony over the land, a number of clans (uji) contended for supremacy. Each clan worshipped its own patron god. The patron god of the imperial family was the Sun Goddess (Amaterasu Ōmikami), and the emperor or empress served as the high priest or priestess of the cult of the Sun Goddess. To this day the emperor undergoes the ritual of planting rice seedlings every spring and harvesting a few ears of rice in the fall. It was not until the Meiji period that this cult was elevated to the level of State Shinto, when the government designated most Shinto shrines as state institutions.


In short, the inhabitants of ancient Japan believed that gods and spirits were present in all aspects of the natural world. Some were cosmic forces; others resided in the woods, streams, and rocks and in animals such as foxes and snakes. The ancestral spirits were also respected and revered. Great military and political leaders were enshrined as kami (gods or superior beings). Even modern leaders like Emperor Meiji (1852–1912) and General Nogi Maresuke (1849–1912), who captured Port Arthur during the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905, were honored in this way. Soldiers who died in the service of their country have been similarly enshrined (i.e., as kami) in Yasukuni Shrine in Tokyo.


Shinto, in contrast to other major religions, is not founded on complex metaphysical and theological theories. Shinto has no body of divinely inspired written canon, no established ethical code, and until the late nineteenth century, not even a hierarchical priestly caste. A Western visitor once asked a Shinto priest about Shinto ideology, upon which the priest replied with a smile, “We do not have ideologies, we do not have theology. We dance.”2 Although his answer may be an oversimplification, Shinto is indeed based upon a sense of affinity with nature and the universe. As one scholar has explained it, “Where the Christian theologian explains Nature in the light of the numinous, the Japanese reach the numinous through their experience of nature.”3


Shinto rituals are rather austere: the priest simply waves a sacred wand (made of sakaki branches) over the worshippers’ heads to expel the evil spirits and thus to purify them spiritually. Purity and cleanliness are cardinal elements in Shinto thought; to this day, abhorrence of pollution by unclean things remains an important concern. This idea is reflected in the moral thought recorded through the ages. “To do good is to be pure; to commit evil is to be impure,” asserts a thirteenth-century Shinto tract. A good person, then, is a person with a “clean” mind and heart.


This emphasis on purity, of course, posits the presence of the unclean. And, indeed, it is the function of the many shamans of the village shrines to exorcise the darker forces that possess the spirit. Charms and amulets are also utilized to ensure good fortune and stave off evil spirits. To prompt the gods to cure a family member’s illness, a person might be advised to run around the compound of a shrine one hundred times each night; or, in the ground-breaking ceremony preceding construction of a new house, a Shinto priest will bless the site. (Such manifestations of “superstition” are not unique to Shinto, of course.)


Even after the members of the imperial clan gained political hegemony, they did not seek to compel others to worship their deity, the Sun Goddess; nor did they ban the worship of other gods. In fact, when Buddhism was introduced into the country, the struggle that occurred between the supporters of the new religion and their opponents had more to do with political control than with any effort to impose religious orthodoxy. The two religions coexisted down through the ages. Some effort was even made by the Shintoists to create a more philosophical religion by borrowing certain concepts from Buddhism. In this way, doctrinal Shinto came into existence. But common people continued to practice their traditional “folk” Shinto.


The Emperor System


The imperial family was closely linked to Shinto. The scholars of National Learning, who emerged in the Tokugawa period, made Shinto and the emperor system the core of their thinking. The emperors, after all, were the direct descendants of the Sun Goddess, who sent her grandson to Japan from heaven to rule over the land. Because of his “divine” descent, the emperor had a dual role to perform—a role both religious and political. In fact, these role functions were regarded as one and the same: political functions were called matsuri, a word that means worship of or service to the gods. Shinto festivals are also called matsuri. Moreover, the state of being possessed by the gods when receiving their words is called noru. The noun of the word, nori, means law. Shinto prayers are called norito. Thus the laws themselves were divine decrees.


According to the mythological account, the founding of the imperial dynasty occurred in 660 BC, when the first emperor, Jimmu, the great grandson of Ninigi who descended from heaven, established his rule. In addition, the Shinto nationalists insisted (until the end of the Second World War) that the imperial dynasty persisted, unbroken, from that date to the present. These accounts of the founding of Japan and the history of the imperial rulers were taught in the schools before the Second World War as factual truths.


But the imperial clan did not rely on ancient myths alone to buttress its authority. Upon the advent of Chinese culture in the fifth century, and from that time on, Confucian concepts about loyalty to the lord were utilized to indoctrinate the people. For example, the “Constitution of Seventeen Articles,” ascribed to Prince Shōtoku, states, “When you receive the imperial commands, fail not scrupulously to obey them. The lord is Heaven, the vassal is Earth. Heaven overspreads, and Earth upbears.” Then, too, “In a country there are not two lords: the people have not two masters. The sovereign is the master of the people of the whole country.”4 It was in the early seventh century that the term tennō (heavenly prince) was adopted from China and used to refer to the emperor.


Even though the court authorities formulated an ideology that was designed to strengthen the imperial institution, the practice of personal rule by the emperor did not come about. Only in rare instances did the emperor seek to exercise authority directly. During the Heian period the heads of the Fujiwara family wielded power as regents while the emperor merely sat on the throne. When Taira-no-Kiyomori took power, he married his daughter to the emperor and exercised power himself. Once the shogunate had emerged, the emperor in Kyoto remained merely a ceremonial head. That situation, except for a short interregnum in 1333–1336, prevailed until the end of the shogunate in 1867. However, although the shōgun became the real wielders of power, no shōgun ever tried to eradicate the emperor system. Even Ashikaga Takauji, who turned against Emperor Godaigo, did not attempt to eliminate the institution but, instead, established a rival court in Kyoto. The Tokugawa rulers also kept alive the fiction that they were ruling on behalf of the emperor.


Buddhism


Buddhism originated in northern India in the sixth century BC. The founder, referred to variously as Gautama, Shakyamuni, or Siddhartha Buddha, taught that the way to overcome suffering was to rid oneself of the sense of the “self.” The self that we think of as being real, permanent, and absolute is merely an illusion. Rather, all things are in a constant state of flux; all things are ephemeral. Our suffering comes from the cravings of the self, to gratify the ego. To extinguish the ego one must follow the eightfold path as taught by the Buddha—that is, right views, right intentions, right speech, right conduct, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration. In this way we will become free of our illusion and thus able to achieve the state of bliss known as Nirvana.


Originally, the Buddha taught that enlightenment could be acquired only through self-effort. He did not speak of the existence of any gods or other superhuman beings. Later, however, there arose the Mahayana school—a school of Buddhism that posited the existence of many Buddhist deities. Gautama Buddha himself came to be looked upon as a divine being. Also assumed to exist were people who had achieved enlightenment but were postponing their entrance into the state of Nirvana in order to help others attain enlightenment. These compassionate beings are known as Bodhisattvas. The school is known as Mahayana Buddhism (the Greater Vehicle) because it opens the way to salvation for everybody. The tenets of this school spread into and flourished in Tibet, China, Korea, Vietnam, and Japan.


When Buddhism was introduced from Korea in the sixth century, the ruling class of Japan was impressed by the beautiful artifacts, rituals, and scriptures associated with it; hence the religion received strong support from the rulers. Initially it was the magical aspects of the religion that were emphasized by the several sects that entered from China. The religion not only influenced the moral outlook of the people but also had a significant effect on the art and culture of the society.


Two sects became prominent during the Heian period. One was the Tendai sect, whose founder, Saichō (767–822), emphasized the significance of the Lotus Sutra, taught that salvation was possible for all living creatures, and upheld Mahayana Buddhism over the Hinayana school, which preached salvation through self-knowledge and self-effort. The other sect was the Shingon sect, whose founder, Kūkai (774–835), taught that all forms of the Buddha emanated from the Dainichi Nyorai (the Great Illuminator). Kūkai also stressed the importance of mystic formulas by which one could achieve salvation and also gain mundane benefits.


During the Kamakura period several new sects emerged and gained acceptance among the masses. Among the Buddhist deities that gained a wide following was Amida (Amitabha)—Buddha of infinite light—who, it was said, resided in the Western Paradise where all the faithful can enter. Among the preachers of Amidism was Hōnen (1133–1212), who started a sect known as the Pure Land sect. The Pure Land is where Bodhisattvas who are “pure in body, voice, and mind” reside. Hōnen taught that a person can enter the Pure Land by having complete faith in the Amida Buddha and by sincerely invoking his name.


For Hōnen’s disciple, Shinran (1173–1262), salvation was even more easily attained than was taught by his teacher: if a person has complete faith in the Amida Buddha, one sincere invocation of his name would be sufficient to permit the entry of that person into the Pure Land. Rituals, knowledge of the scriptures, and ascetic behavior, Shinran insisted, were not essential for salvation; indeed, people could eat meat and imbibe alcoholic drinks, and monks and priests could marry—and still be saved.


Shinran taught that salvation was easily attainable because he wanted to help the suffering masses. Appalled by the hardships, misery, and poverty of the peasants he encountered during his exile in the provinces, he concluded that it was senseless to preach self-denial to people who were leading a beggarly existence. Because the good and bad alike are being put through the crucible of hardship, they all deserve salvation. The only thing they need is faith in the saving power of the “external” being, the Amida Buddha. Wicked persons know that they cannot gain salvation on their own merit so they are more likely to rely totally on the mercy of the Amida Buddha. Thus Shinran said, “If even a good man can be reborn in the Pure Land, how much more so a wicked man.”5 Because his followers claimed that his was the “true” path to the Pure Land, his sect came to be known as the True Pure Land sect. Now that salvation was made possible for the humblest and the most ignorant of the masses, the two Pure Land sects gained a strong following, particularly among the peasants.


The other major sect was started by a monk named Nichiren (1222–1282). Nichiren taught that salvation could be achieved through the repeated invocation of the Lotus Sutra, a scripture that emphasizes the importance of the three forms of the Buddha—that is, the Body of Universal Law, the Body of Bliss (Amida Buddha), and the Transformation Body (historical Buddha, Shakyamuni). The other sects were in error, Nichiren claimed, because they emphasized only one of these forms. He too stressed faith—faith in the Lotus Sutra—as the only path to salvation.


Nichiren’s movement is unique among Buddhist sects specifically because of the extremely dogmatic, intolerant, and fervently nationalistic character of its originator. Nichiren not only proclaimed, “I will be the Pillar of Japan. I will be the Great Vessel of Japan”;6 he also believed that Japan was a unique and sacred land, the center of the true faith, his own sect. He too gained a wide following, and the Nichiren Sect remains a major movement today. Unlike other Buddhist sects, however, the Nichiren sect is aggressively proselytistic.


Zen Buddhism was another sect that won strong adherence, particularly among the samurai during the Kamakura period and after. This sect is distinguished by the fact that it emphasizes self-reliance and achievement of enlightenment (satori) through self-effort. Satori entails the gaining of insight into one’s true or original nature and into the nature of reality, that “great void” underlying the surface manifestations. This insight is to be achieved through an intuitive grasp of reality, not by relying on the intellect or reasoned knowledge, nor by studying or performing rituals. Just as the hand that grasps cannot grasp itself, the reason that seeks to comprehend cannot comprehend itself. For “reality” is the Mind. As a Chinese Chan (Zen) master once said, “Buddha and sentient beings both grow out of One Mind. . . . This Mind is pure and like space has no specific form. As soon as you raise a thought and begin to form an idea of it, you ruin reality itself, because you then attach yourself to the form. Since the beginningless past, there is no Buddha who has ever had an attachment to form.”7


A person who achieves satori cannot transmit it to others by words. Such is the message of Bodhidharma, who is said to have brought Chan Buddhism to China in the sixth century: “A special transmission outside the scriptures; No dependence upon words or letters; Direct pointing at the soul of man: Seeing into one’s nature and the attainment of Buddhahood.”8 To achieve satori, then, one must meditate, contemplate, or work out enigmatic statements (kōan) designed to break one’s habit of ratiocination (e.g., “What is the sound of one hand clapping?”).


The state of enlightenment is acceptance of nothing else but this world as it actually is. When asked what enlightenment was, the Chinese Zen master Yong-jia replied, “It is the flute behind the dead tree; it is the eyes behind a skeleton.” Another Chinese Zen master, Hui Neng, said, “Walking is Zen, sitting is Zen.”9


Zen’s demand for stern discipline, total concentration and meditation, and a decisive approach to life appealed to the samurai, who, while constantly facing death on the battlefield, had to act resolutely and courageously. Zen also influenced Japanese art and culture in a profound way, as discussed later in the chapter.


Literary Tradition


The Japanese had no written history or literature until the Chinese writing system entered by way of Korea around the fourth or fifth century. The first extant written works, the Kojiki and the Nihongi, were compiled in the 670s and completed early in the eighth century. These “histories,” including the stories of the imperial ancestors’ descent from heaven, have been treated as authentic accounts by nationalist historians, although they are based as much on oral tradition, Chinese and Korean tales, and myths and legends as on actual events. The compilers, it is believed, tampered with the facts to legitimate and glorify the imperial ruling house.


An important literary work of the eighth century is the Man’yōshū, a collection of over 4,000 poems that have been regarded as expressions of “pure” Japanese sentiment in the time before Confucian “moralism” influenced Japanese literature. Motoori Norinaga (1730–1801), the seminal mind among scholars of National Learning (see Chapter 2), asserted that the Man’yōshū embodied the quintessence of the Japanese spirit. Recent scholars have argued, however, that the influence of Korean poetry in the collection was much greater than traditional Japanese literary scholars have been willing to admit.10 Be that as it may, its literary value is unquestioned, and the work itself is regarded as one of the world’s great collections of poetry.


As the Chinese cultural influence permeated the circle of the court aristocracy, efforts to compose poetry in the Chinese style became popular, and Tang poets such as Li Bo (701–762), Du Fu (712–770), and Bo Chuyi (772–846) were emulated. At the same time waka, a Japanese style of poetry wherein each poem takes thirty-one syllables, grew in popularity. This development was facilitated by the formulation of a Japanese phonetic writing system (kana). It was also partly the result of a movement to assert the indigenous tradition against the excessive dependence on Chinese culture. At the beginning of the tenth century, an anthology of waka called the Kokinshū (Collection of Ancient and Modern Poetry) was compiled. As its editor, Ki-no-Tsurayuki, noted: “The poetry of Japan has its roots in the human heart and flourishes in countless leaves of words.”11


The most extraordinary literary creation of the Heian period was The Tale of Genji, written by Murasaki Shikibu (978–1016?), a lady-in-waiting to Empress Akiko. It is still recognized as one of the world’s masterpieces. Lady Murasaki’s story, set in the court life of her day, centers on the love life of Prince Genji and other members of his family circle. The author’s graceful, poetic style has been admired and emulated by all literary aspirants of Japan ever since. Other distinguished works of prose, poetry, essays, and diaries were produced in the Heian period; many of these were authored by women, who together created the golden age of Japanese literature.


The romantic war stories written during the Kamakura period reflected the turbulence of the late Heian and Kamakura years. The greatest of these is The Tale of the Heike, which depicts in melancholy tones the fall of the Taira clan. The Buddhist belief that all things are ephemeral permeates much of the writing of this period. For instance, The Tale of the Heike starts, “In the sound of the bell of the Gion Temple echoes the impermanence of all things. . . . The proud ones do not last long, but vanish like a spring night’s dream. And the mighty ones too will perish in the end, like dust before the wind.”12


The distinguished literary creations of the Ashikaga period are the Nō plays of Kan’ami Kiyotsugu (1333–1384) and his son, Seami Motokiyo (1363–1443). The latter was strongly influenced by Zen, and his work is permeated with a sense of yūgen, or mystery—that which lies beneath the surface.


The Fine Arts


The beautiful natural environment of Japan undoubtedly fostered a sense of closeness to nature as well as an appreciation of natural beauty. But the Japanese did not simply imitate nature in their art. They added and subtracted from things in nature to create or reproduce the essential principles perceived there. The art of placement and design (i.e., decorative art) is an important aspect of Japanese life, as revealed not only in the fine arts but in everyday life as well.


In their fine arts the Japanese have also accentuated such qualities as the color, texture, and shape of natural objects. For example, in an art object constructed from a piece of wood, the grain will likely be accentuated and the natural color brought out by polishing. Although colorful and vibrant creations do occur in Japanese art, restraint and understatement are perhaps the most important elements in Japanese aesthetic taste. Simple, neat lines and forms, as well as plain, unmixed colors, are common characteristics as well. (Even in culinary dishes, meticulous attention is paid to the arrangement of form and color to make them aesthetically appealing!)


Another noteworthy characteristic of Japanese art is the careful attention paid to details—and, indeed, the miniature arts such as bonsai (dwarf trees cultivated in pots) and netsuke (miniature carvings), as well as flower arrangements, ceramics, and so on, have flourished. These creations are designed not so much for public display as for private appreciation. Aesthetic appreciation as a private matter is also evidenced in the beautiful gardens of the temples and private homes, which are enclosed behind walls and thus hidden from public view.


The aesthetic sensibilities of the Japanese have been regarded by some observers as unique national characteristics. Rabindranath Tagore, the Indian poet, called aesthetics “the unique Dharma of Japan.” And D. T. Suzuki (1870–1966) contended that “if Japan did not produce any philosophical system of her own, she was original enough to embody in her practical life all that could profitably be extracted from Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism and turn them into the material for her spiritual enhancement and artistic appreciation.”13


In the Japanese mode of thinking, the world is not seen in dualistic terms as it is in the West. As one scholar has noted, “Westerners tend to look at life, at the world, as though sitting in a helicopter above it, while the Japanese swim in the actual flow of events. This gives them great sharpness of intuition and the power to build things, to make things with their hands.”14 It is this trait, perhaps, that accounts for the many superb artisans and craftspeople in Japan, whose work is elevated to the level of artistry and who, it might be said, are in total unity with—and completely immersed in—the material they are working with. In combination with the obvious concern for detail, craftsmanship, and quality, this trait may also account for the continuing Japanese economic success.


The origins of Japanese art can be traced back to the Jōmon and Yayoi pots, and to the haniwa (clay figurines) placed around the ancient burial mounds. In architecture the Shinto shrines, with their pure, clear lines and forms, their beauty of proportions, and their natural settings, remain distinctive features of the landscape. The arrival in Japan of Chinese and Buddhist cultures added new dimensions to the art and architecture of the country. The most visible consequence of the continental impact were the Buddhist temples and pagodas that were constructed first in the central region and then throughout the land. The most renowned of these is the Hōryūji, built in 607. Although the buildings were arranged in a relatively asymmetrical manner, they convey a sense of order, balance, and cohesion. Indeed, they were designed to blend harmoniously with the natural setting. The five-storied pagoda in particular has a stately dignity and grace.


Buddhist sculptures, paintings, scrolls, and images also became integral elements of Japanese life. The scroll paintings that originated in China, for instance, were modified through distinctive use of color, lines, forms, and concern for placement. These narrative picture scrolls, known as Yamato-e, depict events of the Heian era such as those related in the The Tale of Genji. The art of calligraphy, too, came to be prized by the court aristocrats. Elegance in calligraphy was equated with good breeding and refinement of character.


In the Kamakura period, the influence from Song China (960–1279) and Zen Buddhism had a powerful impact on the culture. This dual impact is seen most strikingly in such art forms as black-and-white ink-painting (sumi-e). The greatest of the Japanese sumi-e painters was Sesshū (1421–1506), who emerged during the Ashikaga period. Ernest Fenollosa (1853–1908), a Western authority on Japanese art, describes Sesshū as “the greatest master of straight line and angle in the whole range of the world’s art.”15 The influence of Zen can also be seen in the art of flower arrangement, ceramics, landscape gardening, architecture, and Nō drama, and especially the tea ceremony. As Suzuki has noted, “What is common to Zen and the art of tea is the constant attempt both make at simplification.” The aesthetic qualities that Zen masters prized were wabi and sabi. Sabi is associated with “age, desiccation, numbness, chilliness, obscurity.” It is also the quality of mellowness and depth that comes from aging. Wabi is related to a sense of serenity, rusticity, solitude, and even melancholy. Both signify the “aesthetical appreciation of poverty.”16


As noted, the art of gardening that flourished in the Ashikaga period is associated with aesthetic principles linked to Zen. Again, it is the art of placement that is critical in the gardens constructed in Zen temples. A striking example is found in the rock garden of Ryōanji in Kyoto, which reveals nothing but sand and fifteen natural stones arranged in groups of five.


In the sixteenth century the daimyō contending for power built massive castles that served not only as fortresses but also as edifices by which to display their power and glory. Hideyoshi, for instance, built two such castles—one in Osaka and another in Fushimi-Momoyama near Kyoto. The Osaka castle featured forty-eight large towers; the main tower stood on a stone base 75 feet high, above which it rose 102 feet. The interiors of these castles were decorated elaborately with painted walls, sliding doors, folding screens, and wood carvings by way of the art style developed by Kanō Eitoku (1543–1590), who was called upon by Nobunaga and Hideyoshi to embellish the interiors of their castles. Kanō, departing from the monochrome style of his predecessors in the Kanō school, used bright colors against luminous gold backgrounds, and bold, simplified forms.


Although no abrupt shift in cultural development occurred in the transition from the pre-Tokugawa to the Tokugawa era (indeed, the social, political, and economic institutions that had evolved in the previous centuries provided the basis for the policies and institutions adopted by the Tokugawa rulers), the hegemony established by Ieyasu marked the beginning of an order of things that would leave a lasting imprint on Japanese life. The peace and stability that characterized this period lasted for two and a half centuries. The Tokugawa rulers had set about deliberately to freeze the political and social order, and they achieved their objectives with remarkable success. Virtually cut off from the rest of the world, Japan emerged as a small “world state.”
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Establishment of the Tokugawa Bakufu


THE SHŌGUN OF THE TOKUGAWA BAKUFU


In 1600, Tokugawa Ieyasu defeated his rivals and the supporters of the Toyotomi family in the Battle of Sekigahara. In 1603 the emperor designated him shōgun and made Edo (Tokyo) the seat of government. By 1615 he had eliminated the Toyotomi family, and he tightened his grip on the entire country by establishing a political and social order that brought all segments of the society under his firm control. He and the third shōgun, Iemitsu, adopted and implemented measures that would ensure the security of Tokugawa hegemony.


Ieyasu froze the social order, adapting Neo-Confucian China’s four-class system—that is, scholar-officials (samurai), peasants, artisans, and merchants. In this Testament to his descendants, he stated: “The samurai are the master of the four classes. Agriculturists, artisans, and merchants may not behave in a rude manner towards samurai. . . . A samurai is not to be interfered with in cutting down a fellow who has behaved to him in a manner other than is expected.”1 In other words, the samurai were to be at the top of the social hierarchy, the peasants were to remain on the land, and the artisans and merchants were to keep their places and behave in a manner expected of humble people.


In order to control the feudal lords (daimyō), of whom there were 295 in the early seventeenth century and 276 at the end of the Tokugawa era, the Tokugawa rulers adopted the following measures. They classified the daimyō into three categories: members of the Tokugawa clan (shimpan), lords who had been followers of the Tokugawa family before the Battle of Sekigahara (fudai, or hereditary lords), and those who submitted to or joined the Tokugawa family later (tozama, or outside lords). The fudai lords’ domains (han) were placed in strategic places, whereas the tozama lords were placed in outlying regions or between two fudai lords’ domains. In 1635, Iemitsu issued the “Laws Governing the Military Households,” which required that the feudal lords spend every other year in Edo and that their families remain in Edo (known as sankin kōtai); the feudal lords and their families were also forbidden to form marital ties with other daimyō families, or to build or repair castles without the Bakufu’s permission.


Of the 30 million koku (1 koku = 4.96 bushels) in rice, or rice equivalents, produced nationwide, the Bakufu’s own holdings yielded 7 million koku. It also retained control over foreign relations, controlled coinage, and regulated inter-han transportation. The local lords were allowed to manage their own internal affairs and to retain their own vassals, who, in most instances, received stipends in rice rather than land allotments as fiefs.


In foreign relations Shōgun Iemitsu decided to virtually seal off the country from the outside world in order to prevent Christian influences from seeping into the country. Restrictions against Christians had started under Toyotomi, who in 1587 ordered the missionaries to leave the country; but the edict was not stringently enforced until the last years of his life, when he crucified twenty-six missionaries and converts in 1597. Ieyasu initially pursued a policy of toleration, but in 1614 he issued an edict banning Christianity because he had come to believe that Christians were a threat to his plan to establish absolute control over the society. Thus commenced was a policy of ruthless persecution of Christians, who at that time numbered about 300,000. Iemitsu continued this policy with even less mercy than that shown by Ieyasu.2 Since many daimyō and samurai were Christian, Iemitsu’s distrust of Christians was reinforced. In 1639 he decided to virtually isolate Japan from the rest of the world. Only the Dutch and the Chinese were allowed to come to Nagasaki to trade in a limited fashion. The Koreans were permitted to trade through Iki Island off Honshu. In addition, books from the West were banned until 1720, when nonreligious works were allowed to enter Japan.


The shōgun was assisted in his administrative tasks by a group of councilors known as rōjū (senior councilors). To deal with extraordinary matters a great councilor (tairō) was appointed, but this action was taken only rarely. Usually four or five rōjū were chosen from the fudai domains. The three collateral houses of the Tokugawa clan (Mito near Edo, Owari around Nagoya, and Kii in Kii Peninsula) provided successors to the shōgun if he did not have an heir.


Once the foundations of the Bakufu were laid, the actions of succeeding shōgun did not seem to alter the course of events significantly. The difficulties that eventually confronted the Bakufu derived from objective and external developments such as the changing economic situation and the arrival of the Western powers in the nineteenth century.
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TOKUGAWA DOMAINS, 1664


The fourth shōgun, Ietsuna (1641–1680), failed to play an active role in the affairs of the state and left the business of government to his uncle and other Bakufu officials. During his reign neo-Confucianism began to gain official sanction as the orthodox philosophy of the realm. During the reign of the fifth shōgun, Tsunayoshi (1646–1709), the culture of the townspeople flourished—a period known as the Genroku era. Tsunayoshi fostered learning and encouraged the study of Confucianism. But he was imprudent in managing the Bakufu’s finances and left his successor with a huge deficit.


Ienobu (1666–1713), who followed Tsunayoshi, employed an erudite Confucian scholar, Arai Hakuseki (1657–1725), as his adviser. Arai hoped to solve the growing difficulties besetting the society by revitalizing Confucianism. He also adopted measures to strengthen the currency and check the outflow of gold and silver from the country. But he, too, failed to solve the growing economic difficulties of the Bakufu.


The eighth shōgun, Yoshimune (1684–1751), personally took charge of the affairs of the state and introduced a series of reform measures, known as the Kyōho Reforms (named for the Kyōho period, 1716–1736), to increase government revenues. He encouraged the reclamation of new land and sought to prevent the peasants from illegally leaving the villages for the cities. He also issued sumptuary laws and censored literature in an effort to “uplift” the morality of the people. But his measures merely dealt with external symptoms, and the Bakufu’s economic difficulties continued to mount.


TOKUGAWA INSTITUTIONS


Modern Japan cannot be comprehended without an understanding of the social, economic, political, intellectual, and cultural forces that emerged in the Tokugawa period. The hierarchical outlook and behavior, the emphasis on class order and social cohesion, the demand for obedience and submissiveness that the Tokugawa rulers insisted upon—all of these forces molded the values and attitudes of the people of the time and, in fact, have persisted to the present day. Specifically, it was during the Tokugawa period that the Confucian and samurai values and ideals became ingrained in the society.


Confucianism


With the advent of Chinese civilization, Chinese classics, history, and poetry entered Japan. Confucianism, however, did not affect the cultural and intellectual life of Japan as quickly as Buddhism had done. Nevertheless, because the Tokugawa rulers encouraged the study and propagation of Confucian values, Confucianism became the predominant intellectual force in this era—even though the early Tokugawa rulers had used Shinto and Buddhist concepts as well to legitimize their hegemony.3


Ieyasu wanted his vassals not only to be well trained in the martial arts but also, like the Chinese scholar-officials, to be steeped in Confucian learning. The Confucian school that received official backing was Confucianism as interpreted by the Song Confucian (Zhu Xi, 1130–1200). As the pursuit of Confucian studies continued for two-and-a-half centuries, the Japanese intellectual frame of reference came to be largely Confucian. Confucian values continued to be instilled in the society after the Meiji Restoration (1868) because they were incorporated in the school textbooks until the end of the Second World War.


Confucius and his followers were interested primarily in man’s relationship with his fellow men and in maintaining social and political order, stability, and harmony. They believed there are five basic human relationships: those between lord and subject, father and son, husband and wife, elder brother and younger brother, and friend and friend. Of these, the relationship between father and son was the most important, and filial piety was considered the cardinal virtue.


Like their Chinese counterparts, the Japanese Confucians emphasized filial piety, but the Tokugawa rulers made loyalty to the lord equally or more important than filial piety. The two were linked together as chū-kō (loyalty and filial piety). Social order was to be maintained by means of a hierarchical order in which the relationship between superior and inferior persons was strictly preserved. The superior person was expected to be benevolent and to set a moral example to those below, while those below were to be respectful, deferential, and obedient toward the superior.


Zhu Xi designated a universal force, the Supreme Ultimate, as the basis of morality and the font of the principle of all things. The Japanese Zhu Xi scholars equated the Supreme Ultimate with heaven. In this system of thought, the ruler governed in accordance with the Principle of Heaven, so the people were duty-bound to obey him. Thus Zhu Xi philosophy provided the ruling class with a moral anchor with which to preserve the established order of things. The Zhu Xi scholars also stressed the importance of the concept of taigi-meibun. Taigi means the highest principle of justice, and meibun means name and place (i.e., knowing one’s proper place). Taigi-meibun thus means doing one’s duty in accordance with one’s status in society. Of course, this concept necessitated the stifling of both individuality and individual interests. The emphasis was instead directed to the “group” or class to which one belonged—an emphasis that also characterized the other schools of Confucianism as well as the imperatives of Bushidō and of Buddhism, which stressed denial of the self.


A rival school of thought to Zhu Xi Confucianism was the Wang Yangming (pronounced “Ōyōmei” in Japanese) school. Wang Yang-ming of Ming China emphasized the subjective basis of moral principles. The Confucian concept of Li (Principle) is in the mind, he asserted. “Mind is Li. How can there be affairs and Li outside the mind?” he asked. “Since there is the mind of filial love, there is the Li of filial piety.”4 Wang Yang-ming also emphasized the importance of acting upon the truth as perceived by the individual. His teaching that truth is subjective and that the individual must act upon this truth appealed to many Tokugawa samurai. It became the creed of the militant activists of the late Tokugawa period who challenged the legitimacy of Tokugawa rule.


Another Confucian school that gained adherents among Tokugawa scholars was the school of Ancient Learning, which stressed a direct reference to the texts of the ancient philosophers rather than a reliance on the interpretations of later scholars. Among these scholars was Ogyū Sorai (1666–1728), who rejected the Zhu Xi concept that a natural basis exists for moral principles. Rather, Ogyū insisted, all rules, regulations, and institutions are man-made. This idea opened the way for later thinkers to challenge the idea of the existing order of things, which, after all, are man-made and not ordained by nature or heaven. The emphasis of this school on the importance of studying ancient texts also contributed to the rise of the school of National Learning (Kokugaku).


The Samurai and the Way of the Warriors


During the years of Tokugawa peace, warrior-philosophers began to formulate what they considered to be the ideal mode of conduct for the samurai. Of course, even before the Tokugawa era, righteous and unrighteous conduct had been defined, and samurai were expected to live by the principles of duty, loyalty, integrity, honor, justice, fidelity, and courage. In the Kamakura period, the life of the samurai was spoken of as yumiya no michi, the way of the bow and arrow. The lord-vassal relationship that constituted the basis of the feudal system rose out of familial relationships. A follower of the lord was called gokenin (man of the house), or ie-no-ko (child of the house). Hence the relationship between lord and vassal was akin to that of father and son. Like the European medieval knight, the samurai pledged allegiance to his lord in a ritualistic ceremony. In return, the lord was expected to reward the vassal with land, stipends, or the right to collect taxes.


In relating tales of warriors who were engaged in the power struggles of the late Heian period and after, storytellers have often idealized the conduct of the warriors, who were depicted as being chivalrous, selfless, and heroic. But, in reality, some samurai were motivated not by noble ideals but by self-interest. In times of strife the principle that prevailed for such samurai was the law of the jungle. What really counted were physical strength and martial skill. Expediency and opportunism guided the actions of many warriors who were ready to shift with the changing tide of fortune. For this reason, the period between 1337 and 1392, when the northern and southern imperial courts were in conflict, is referred to as the “great age of turncoats.” The same situation prevailed during the years of the Warring States (Sengoku) in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The strong conquered the weak; the powerful destroyed the helpless. Given the opportunity, a vassal would likely turn against his master. Thus, in order to ensure his vassal’s loyalty, the master had to reward him properly. The vassal then was obligated to him; he owed him on. Eventually the concept of on became a cardinal virtue in the Japanese value system. A person owed on to his feudal lord, parents, teachers, emperor, society, and so on.


The samurai’s interests were closely bound to the interests of his family. If he died in battle he expected his family to be properly rewarded. But self-interest caused frequent conflicts among family members, conflicts in which sons turned against fathers and brothers fought brothers.


As noted earlier, Zen influenced the life of the samurai during the Ashikaga period, for it disciplined the warrior to concentrate, control his emotions, and overcome the fear of death. One sixteenth-century warlord exhorted his retainers to “devote yourselves to the study of Zen. Zen has no secrets other than seriously thinking about birth and death.”5 Unfortunately, this belief reinforced the samurai’s rather cold-blooded attitude about killing people, despite the fact that, ideally, the samurai was expected to behave in a compassionate and magnanimous fashion.


Among the Tokugawa warrior-philosophers who reflected upon the proper mode of conduct for the samurai (bushidō) were Yamaga Sokō (1622–1685) and Yamamoto Tsunetomo (1659–1719). In his Hagakure (Hidden Among Leaves), the latter wrote, “As long as a person values his master, his parents will be happy and the Buddha and the gods will respond to his prayers. I have no other thought but to serve my master.” He also remarked, “I have discovered that bushidō means to die.” The implication is that by thinking constantly about death, a person will become free and manage to perform his duties more perfectly.6


The samurai’s code of proper conduct persisted through the years to the modern age. As one modern Christian writer, Nitobe Inazō, wrote in his book entitled Bushidō:




Chivalry is a flower no less indigenous to the soil of Japan than its emblem, the cherry blossom. . . . It is still a living object of power and beauty among us; and if it assumes no tangible shape or form, it not the less scents the moral atmosphere, and makes us aware that we are still under its potent spell.7





Bushidō, if strictly adhered to, was a stringently demanding code of life. It required the samurai to fulfill his responsibilities and obligations scrupulously. If he failed to do so, or if he disgraced himself in any manner whatsoever, he was expected to assume full responsibility and take his own life by means of a highly ritualized mode of disembowelment with a sword (hara-kiri, or seppuku). This custom evidently first came into existence in the twelfth century, when the samurai chiefs were contending for power. The defeated warriors, rather than be taken captive, committed seppuku. The vassals often joined their masters in death. Even during the early years of the Tokugawa era, vassals often committed seppuku upon their lord’s death, thus compelling the Bakufu to prohibit this practice.


In the Tokugawa period seppuku was used to punish warriors who committed serious offenses. But it was regarded as an honorable way of dying; indeed, samurai of their own free will often committed ritual suicide to uphold their honor, to prove their sincerity, or to protest the unjust actions of their superiors. The occasional practice of seppuku continued into the modern era. After the end of the Second World War, a number of army and navy officers committed seppuku, taking responsibility for Japan’s defeat. The most recent instance of ritual suicide was that of the novelist Mishima Yukio, who in 1970 committed seppuku to protest the decline in traditional values and the absence of the spirit of patriotism among his young compatriots.


A possession of the samurai that distinguished them from the commoners was the sword—the samurai’s symbol of superior status. (The common people were prohibited from bearing a sword.) The sword supposedly embodied the spirit of the samurai. It was the emblem of their power, honor, and status, but for the common people it was an instrument of terror because the samurai were given the right to cut down any commoner who offended them. Thus, it might be said that the courtesy, politeness, humility, and subservience of the common people were instilled in them at the edge of the sword.


National Learning


In the Tokugawa period, when the scholars of National Learning (Kokugaku) began to emphasize the unique nature of Japanese culture and religion, the nativist aspects of Shinto were also emphasized. The scholars were influenced by the Confucian school of Ancient Learning, which, as noted, stressed the importance of going back to the original teachings of Confucius. In addition, Shinto scholars began to stress the need to return to the roots of Japanese culture and religion, to the time before Japan had become overwhelmed by Chinese culture and thought. Thus, the “native” texts of Japan, the Man’yōshū (Collection of Ten Thousand Leaves) and the Kojiki (Records of Ancient Matters), were extolled as true embodiments of the Japanese spirit because, according to these scholars, they were free of foreign contamination.


Among the pioneers of the scholars of National Learning was Kamo Mabuchi (1697–1769). He rejected Confucianism for having made people “crafty,” in contrast to the ancient Japanese who were simple, honest, sincere, and free from abstruse teachings. The scholar who came to be regarded as the sage of National Learning was Motoori Norinaga. Motoori devoted his life to the study of the Man’yōshū and the Kojiki. The latter, he asserted, embodied “The Way of the Gods,” and what was recorded in it were absolute truths. One such truth concerned the founding of Japan by the Sun Goddess, who was the Sun itself. Hence Japan, as a land favored by the gods, was believed to occupy a unique place in the world. Motoori’s followers then insisted that Japan was superior to the other nations of the world. This mode of thinking culminated in the movement in the 1930s to bring “the eight corners of the world under one roof,” so that the world could benefit from the “benevolence” of the descendant of the Sun Goddess (namely, the emperor).


Motoori believed that, previous to the advent of Chinese civilization, the Japanese behaved in a natural and uninhibited fashion and that this natural way was distorted by Chinese thought and culture—especially Confucianism, with its artificial rules and regulations about decorum and propriety. It was important to allow one’s true feelings to have free play, he insisted, for only in this way could one be fully sensitive to all facets of life.


Even though Motoori spoke of the sacred origin of Japan and the imperial dynasty, he did not call for the restoration of political authority to the imperial court. Instead, he accepted the existing political order. This he justified by asserting that “great shōgun have ruled the land ever since Azumaterunokami [Ieyasu] founded the government in accordance with the designs of the Sun Goddess Amaterasu, and by the authority vested in him by the imperial court. . . . The rules and laws of the founder and succeeding shōgun are all rules and laws of the Sun Goddess Amaterasu.” Hence “to obey the laws of the day is to follow the true way of the Gods.”8 It was not until the later stages of the Tokugawa era that Shinto nationalists began to urge the restoration of authority to the emperor.


THE STRUCTURE OF TOKUGAWA SOCIETY


The Peasants


During the years of the Warring States the peasants were exploited ruthlessly by the local warlords, who taxed them heavily. They were also victimized by the marauding samurai, who came to their villages to loot, pillage, and kill. Often the peasants armed themselves to defend their villages against the brigands. They also united under the leadership of one of the popular Pure Land Buddhist sects (ikko) and waged war against the warlords. Some became foot soldiers and joined a warlord’s troops; others joined the ranks of the samurai. The most striking example of a peasant rising to the top as a warrior was that of Hideyoshi. Thus, despite their poverty, privation, and victimization by the brigands, the peasants of this period retained considerable freedom and social mobility. With the centralization of power, however, they lost their freedom. Hideyoshi took away their weapons and bound them to the soil, and Ieyasu subsequently froze the social and political order and kept the peasants tied to the land.


In adopting the aforementioned four-class system of Confucian China, Ieyasu identified the samurai with the scholar-officials. Class divisions were to be maintained rigidly: a person’s status was fixed by birth, class lines were not to be transgressed, and interclass marriages were forbidden. A decree of the Bakufu stated, “Each person must devote himself to his own business, without negligence; and in all respects keep within the limits proper to his social position.”9 It was Ieyasu who gave the samurai permission to cut down any commoner who behaved “in a manner other than expected.”


Confucian scholars upheld the class system. One Tokugawa Confucian wrote, “The samurai use their minds, the peasants and those below use their muscles. Those who use their minds are superior; those who use their muscles are inferior.”10


Like the other commoners, peasants were forbidden to use surnames, bear swords, or wear their hair in samurai style. They had to be subservient and humble, and to bow deeply or kneel on the ground when samurai came strutting by. Theoretically, the peasants, who constituted about 80 percent of the population, ranked above the urban artisans and merchants, but in reality they were worse off than the others. Their sole function was to work the land and provide for the economic needs of the ruling class. One official was reputed to have said, “Sesame seed and peasants are much alike. The more you squeeze them, the more you can get out of them.” The idea, then, was to tax the peasants as much as possible.11


In addition to taxing the harvest, many other forms of taxes were imposed. One Bakufu official in the late eighteenth century observed that there was “a tax on the field, a tax on doors, a tax on windows, a tax on female children according to age, a tax on cloth, a tax on sake, a tax on hazel trees, a tax on beans, a tax on hemp. . . . If a peasant added a room to his hut a tax was levied on it.”12 In addition, peasants were required to provide corvée whenever the lords or officials needed the services of such labor.


Because the peasants were the primary source of revenue for the Bakufu and the daimyō, they were encouraged to be as frugal and thrifty as possible—so as to leave more for the ruling class. The rulers not only regulated the peasants’ mode of farming and other work but also told them what to eat, drink, and wear and what kind of hut to live in. The ruling class was particularly anxious to keep the villagers from being “contaminated” by the “extravagant” ways of the townspeople. They also preferred to keep the peasants ignorant and ill-informed so that they would not be exposed to “subversive” ideas. “A good peasant,” it was said, “is one who does not know the price of grain.” The ruling class believed that the peasants should not receive any education beyond learning the virtues of obedience, docility, humility, loyalty, frugality, and hard work. Some insisted that both peasants and townspeople should be forbidden from studying. However, the village elders who served as local agents for the ruling class were educated enough to oversee village affairs.


The status and condition of the peasants varied to some degree, of course. In most villages there were two classes of peasants: those who farmed their own land (although, in theory, the land was not theirs because it belonged to the shōgun or the daimyō) and those who were tenant farmers. The former were regarded as “regular” farmers and had a voice in village affairs, whereas the latter did not. The average holding varied from place to place, but the norm was about 1 chō (2.45 acres). The peasants were forbidden to leave the villages; however, as commerce grew and jobs became available in the towns and cities, tenant farmers, hired workers, and younger sons (who had no place in the economic life of the village) left for the cities to seek work.


In the later years of the Tokugawa era, the peasants grew increasingly discontented with their plight, and peasant disturbances began to break out with increasing frequency and greater magnitude (see Chapter 3).


The Townspeople


The artisans and merchants were placed below the peasants in the social hierarchy because the peasants provided the economic wherewithal for the samurai class whereas the merchants were regarded as a parasitic class. The Tokugawa rulers adopted the Confucian thesis that money-making is a demeaning preoccupation. As a Japanese Confucian moralist, Kaibara Ekken (1630–1714), wrote, “The enlightened kings of the ancient period valued agriculture and curtailed industry and commerce. They respected the five grains and held money in disdain.”13


The Tokugawa ruling class was not indifferent to profits. If any profits were to accrue from commerce and industry, the members of this class intended to be the beneficiaries. Thus, they regulated commerce and industry and maintained monopolistic control of enterprises that were profitable. In some ways the Tokugawa accepted the political reality of the time in that they recognized that they could not ignore the economic power of some two hundred castle-towns that had arisen in the previous century. At the start of the era, perhaps up to 5 percent of Japan’s population was urban.


The merchant class (called collectively chonin) tried to make the best of the restrictive system that hedged them in and set out to acquire as much wealth as possible. As Ihara Saikaku (1652–1693), a writer who depicted the life of the townspeople, asserted, “Money is the townsman’s pedigree, whatever his birth and lineage. No matter how splendid a man’s ancestor, if he lacks money he is worse off than a monkey-showman.”14


A philosophical school upholding the way of the merchants even came into existence. Its founder, Ishida Baigan (1685–1744), came out of the peasantry, was apprenticed in a merchant house, studied independently, and eventually became a teacher of the common people. His school of thought is known as shingaku (teachings of the heart) because, as he asserted, in reading books the “heart” of the writer must be understood. This school of thought also came to be known as chōnin-gaku (creed of the townspeople). Baigan argued that the merchants’ pursuit of profits was part of the Principle of Heaven. After all, the townspeople, like other members of the society, were performing useful tasks and should not be denigrated; moreover, the principle of frugality that guided the merchants was beneficial to all classes, including the government.


The vigor and determination with which the merchants pursued profits enabled them to gain wealth and, indirectly, power. They began to cause serious difficulties to the ruling class later in the Tokugawa era, for despite the Bakufu’s policy of keeping the economy basically agrarian, internal commerce began to flourish. Both the Bakufu’s capital, Edo, and the daimyō’s castletown became centers of large populations. The vassals of the shōgun and the daimyō resided in these cities, and merchants, artisans, and servants congregated there. The towns along the major roads traveled by the daimyō and their entourages during their regular trips back and forth to Edo flourished as rest stops.


Rice and other products from the villages had to be transported to the castletowns and major distribution centers. Despite their haughty attitude toward the merchants, the members of the ruling class had to rely on them to serve as wholesale dealers, brokers, and money-changers to market the products of their domains. As a result, some of the merchant houses became extremely wealthy. In some instances, the Bakufu confiscated the properties of merchant houses to whom the samurai class had fallen heavily in debt. But a number of merchant houses managed to prosper and survive and eventually emerged in the modern era as major business firms. Such was the case with the House of Mitsui.


The major cities of Tokugawa Japan were among the largest in the world during these centuries. In the early eighteenth century, the population of Edo was estimated at 1 million, Osaka at about 400,000, and Kyoto at 350,000. By contrast, London’s population in 1700 was about 600,000, and Paris’s was about 500,000.


The Outcastes


Beneath the four classes of Tokugawa society was another consisting of people treated as outcastes. The Bakufu classified people broadly into ryōmin (good people) and semmin (base people). At the end of the Tokugawa period, out of a population of 28 or 29 million people about 380,000 were classified as semmin—the antecedents of the people known today as burakumin (hamlet people). In the Tokugawa period they were designated as eta (unclean people) or hinin (nonhumans). In the years before the Tokugawa period the two groups were not sharply differentiated, but the Tokugawa rulers classed the former as outcastes by birth whereas the latter were defined as such because of the occupation they held or as the result of some social infraction they had committed. In some instances the latter were able to rejoin the ranks of the ryōmin in the early Tokugawa years, but their status eventually became hereditary as well. The reason for which certain people came to be labeled as eta is not entirely clear, but in many instances the designation may have been related to occupations viewed as unclean, such as butchering and leather work. However, other occupations that had no stigma of being unclean, such as those held by basket makers, bamboo workers, and footwear makers, also became associated with this class. The hinin were itinerant entertainers, beggars, scavengers, prostitutes, and castoff commoners. The Bakufu used the hinin to work in prisons and to execute and bury criminals.


The government did not recognize the outcastes as legal entities. They were ignored in official surveys, and entire outcaste communities were left out of some official maps. A host of discriminatory measures were imposed on them. They were restricted in the kind of work they could engage in, they were forbidden to intermarry with other classes, and they were segregated in ghettos. In many places they were forbidden to wear footwear, or to enter the grounds of shrines and temples. The commoners expected them to bow and scrape and to move aside when their paths crossed. The treatment that the burakumin experienced would be similar, then, to the abuse suffered by the outcastes of India. As one Tokugawa official observed when an outcaste member was killed for trying to enter the grounds of a shrine, “The life of an eta is worth about one-seventh the life of a townsman. Unless seven eta have been killed, we cannot punish a single townsman.”15


The Women


The Tokugawa social system was based upon the segregation of “superior” and “inferior” persons, but there was also a hierarchy of sex and age. The attitude about male-female relationships differed between the samurai class and the townspeople, and the attitude of the ruling class tended to influence the thinking of the peasantry.


It appears that women were accorded better treatment in antiquity than during the Tokugawa period. After all, the “ancestor” of the emperors is the Sun Goddess, and the ruler mentioned in The History of the Kingdom of Wei, Pimiku, was a woman. The occasional occupation by women of the imperial throne persisted into the Tokugawa period (although only one woman took the throne within the era itself). Ancient Japan was a matrilineal, if not a matriarchal, society. Until the eleventh century or so, upon marriage the husband and wife lived apart, the husband visited the wife in her home, and the children stayed with the mother. In the twelfth century the husband and wife began living together, but, again, it was the husband who joined the wife’s household. With the ascendancy of the samurai class, however, the patriarchal structure became stronger. By the fifteenth century the custom whereby the bride went to live with the husband’s family became the norm. Among the peasant families of northeastern Japan, however, the eldest daughter carried on the family line—a custom that persisted into the Tokugawa period. Vestiges of this custom are seen today in the practice by which the daughter takes a husband to carry on the family line when the family has no male heir.


With the rise of the samurai, physical strength and martial prowess became essential. Then the status of women began to decline. The growing influence of Confucianism also fortified this trend toward masculine ascendancy, for Confucianism insisted upon the maintenance of a rigid hierarchy of sex and age. Generally speaking, Buddhism also placed women in a disadvantageous position insofar as it held that salvation was not possible for them. These concepts permeated the thinking of the Heian court circle. For example, as Prince Genji in The Tale of Genji mused at one point, “But what was the good of trying to please women? If they were not fundamentally evil, they would not have been born women at all.”16 Moreover, Heian men believed that women were incapable of mastering the complex Chinese writing system. Thus, they were expected to rely primarily on the phonetic kana system. And yet it was Heian women like Murasaki Shikibu and Sei Shonagon (966–1017) who produced the masterpieces of Japanese literature.


The worsening of the status of women as the samurai class gained ascendancy was revealed in the growing difference between male and female speech during the Kamakura period. Women were increasingly expected to show their humility and subservience by using honorific speech when addressing men and by referring to themselves in humble terms. The end result was the evolution of the Japanese language to include the most minutely differentiated styles of speech between men and women, and between “superior” and “inferior” persons, by means of intricate levels of distinctions between humble and honorific words, phrases, and speech patterns.


In the early stages of samurai ascendancy, the women of the samurai class were expected to be skilled in the martial arts. Hojo Masako (1156–1225), the widow of Minamoto, led her warriors against the foes of Kamakura. Called the “nun shōgun,” she ruled Japan for two decades. The Jōei Code of 1232 provided for women’s right to inherit property and serve as vassals. But their rights were increasingly curtailed as the rule of the swordsmen gained in strength. By the Tokugawa period the status of women, especially upper-class women, had reached its nadir.


Even before the Tokugawa era, in the period of the Warring States, the samurai men were treating women as semi-slaves. As a Portuguese trader observed in the mid-sixteenth century, “Her husband may kill [his wife] for being lazy or bad. For this reason women are much concerned with their husband’s honor and are most diligent in their household duties.”17


The Tokugawa rulers gave the male family head absolute authority over all family members. In sexual relations the husband could be as promiscuous as he pleased, but even the slightest hint of infidelity on the part of the wife could result in her being executed by her husband. Ieyasu’s Testament states, “If a married woman of the agricultural, artisan, or commercial class shall secretly have illicit intercourse with another man, it is not necessary for the husband to enter a complaint against the persons thus confusing the great relations of mankind, but he may put them both to death.”18 In one of his plays, Chikamatsu Monzaemon (1653–1724), a Tokugawa playwright, has a samurai mother tell her daughter, “When you are alone with any other man—beside your husband—you are not so much as to lift your head and look at him.”19 Moreover, a samurai woman was expected to kill herself if her chastity was threatened.


Marriages were arranged by the parents, and daughters had no say in the decision. The husband could easily divorce the wife, but the wife had to endure with self-sacrificing stoicism all forms of injustice and abuse at the hands of her husband and his family. In the samurai family, when the husband committed ritual suicide, the perfect wife would join him in death. This practice continued into the modern period. For instance, Mrs. Nogi joined her husband in death when he committed suicide upon Emperor Meiji’s death—and, indeed, she was lauded as a paragon of the loyal Japanese wife. At the end of the Second World War, when General Sugiyama Hajime committed suicide, his wife joined him in death too.


As Kaibara Ekken wrote in his Onna Daigaku (Great Learning for Women), “From her earliest youth, a girl should observe the line of demarcation separating women from men. . . . In her dealings with her husband both the expression of her countenance and the style of address should be courteous, humble, and conciliatory. . . . A woman should look upon her husband as if he were Heaven itself.”20


The townspeople adhered to a much less rigid and moralistic position about male-female relations. As the writer Ihara remarked, “For the husband to love his wife, and the wife to be affectionate towards her husband and maintain a gentle and friendly relationship is the proper way.” He also believed that widows should remarry. “We cannot label as immoral the longing of a woman for another man, or her desire to have another man after her husband’s death.” Some townspeople disagreed with the Confucian thesis that the cardinal human relationship was that of father and son. Rather, they contended, it was that of husband and wife. “The way of humanity originated with husband and wife. First there was man and woman, and then husband and wife. After that came the gods, Buddha and the sages. Thus husband and wife constitute the source of all things.”21 Whereas in the samurai class the practice of primogeniture was rigidly adhered to and women had no property rights, among the townspeople the parents could choose a younger son to carry on the family business or divide the family property among their sons and daughters.


Curiously, despite the Tokugawa Neo-Confucianist misogyny, married women who could find their way to at least two Buddhist temples (Mantokuji and Tokeiji) could initiate divorce proceedings against their husbands.22


The Tokugawa ruling class tried to instill in the peasants the same restrictive practice and attitude that it had imposed on samurai women. Peasant women were denied property rights, and the practice of primogeniture was enforced. In 1649 the Bakufu advised the peasants, “However good looking a wife may be, if she neglects her household duties by drinking tea or sight-seeing or rambling along the hillside, she must be divorced.”23


The Tokugawa samurai’s thinking on the male-female relationship persisted into the modern period. Even Nitobe Inazō (1862–1933), a Christian, remarked around the turn of the twentieth century that “[feudal] woman’s surrender of herself to the good of her husband, home, and family was as willing and honorable as the man’s self-surrender to the good of his lord and country. Self-renunciation . . . is the keynote of the loyalty of man as well as the domesticity of woman.”24


THE CULTURE OF THE TOKUGAWA PERIOD


Literature


The literary creations of the pre-Tokugawa years were products largely of the upper classes, but during the Tokugawa period the creative energies of the common people gushed forth. This culture flourished against the wishes of the Tokugawa ruler. As one Japanese authority has indicated, “The austere and moralistic regime despised and discouraged social intercourse. . . . The Tokugawa regime stopped giving public support to all cultural activities, expelling them into a narrow, private world. . . . The leading arts, such as kabuki, ukiyo-e, the love novels, and most of the musical works, were exiled from public places and confined to the world of the pleasure quarters.”25


The period during which the Tokugawa townspeople exhibited their creativity and vigor most dramatically was the Genroku era, which extended from the end of the seventeenth century to the beginning of the eighteenth century. During these years the townspeople not only displayed their wealth in an extravagant, ostentatious fashion but also expressed their creativity in such diverse fields as puppet theater, Kabuki, haiku, novels, woodblock printing, ceramics, and other areas of arts and crafts. What they depicted was life in the “floating world,” or ukiyo—that is, the world of transient pleasures.


One of the most prolific writers of this period was Ihara Saikaku, who came from a merchant family. It is said that he once composed 23,500 haiku poems in twenty-four hours. Ihara wrote about the love life of the townspeople in a humorous fashion, satirizing their hedonistic life. The hero in his first novel begins his amorous exploits at the age of eight and, by the time he reaches the age of sixty, has loved 3,742 women; then he goes off in search of the fabulous Island of Women. Ihara was also a defender of the townspeople’s pursuit of profits.


The townspeople were patrons of the theater; under their patronage, two forms of theater—the puppet theater (jōruri) and Kabuki—emerged and flourished. In Kabuki, music, dancing, acting, the story, and the visual arts are combined to entertain the audience with drama, color, and vibrancy. The colorful costumes, the elaborate stage designs, various devices such as trapdoors and revolving stages, and the exaggerated gestures and expressions of the actors in Kabuki theater made for a lively, exciting experience.


The most prominent playwright of the Tokugawa period was Chikamatsu Monzaemon, who was born into a samurai family but eventually joined the ranks of the townspeople. One of the central themes he pursued was the conflict between social imperatives (giri) and the demands of human feelings (ninjō). The former concerns the demand that society makes upon the individual, whereas the latter pertains to the claims of the heart. An individual cannot sacrifice the interests of the society for his or her own happiness, but, at the same time, the interests of the society must be checked and humanized by ninjō. The difficulty of maintaining or reconciling the two is often resolved by suicide. In Chikamatsu’s plays, lovers who are caught in this dilemma commit double suicide.


Another literary form that flourished in the Tokugawa period (and after) is the seventeen-syllable poem known as the haiku. Strictly speaking, the haiku was not a product of the townspeople inasmuch as it rose out of the contemplative and philosophical spirit fostered by Zen. Nevertheless, it flourished among the townspeople as they reflected upon the wonders of nature: the flowers, the moon, the birds, the insects, and so on. Explaining the brevity of haiku, Suzuki Daisetsu, a Zen philosopher, wrote, “At the supreme moment of life and death we just utter a cry or take to action, we never argue, we never give ourselves up to a lengthy talk. . . . Haiku does not express ideas but . . . it puts forward images reflecting intuition.”26


The greatest haiku poet of this period was Matsuo Bashō (1644–1694), who, like Chikamatsu, was born into a samurai family but became a Buddhist priest and wandered about the countryside composing haiku. Whether a poem qualifies as haiku or not was demonstrated by Bashō for his disciple in the following manner. His student, seeing dragonflies in the field, composed a poem that read as follows:




Red dragonflies!


Take off their wings,


and they are pepper pods.





Bashō said, “No, that is not haiku,” and composed the following:




Red pepper pods!


Add wings to them


and they are dragonflies.27





Issa (1763–1827), a poet who came out of the peasantry, possessed a strong sense of compassion for all living things. Seeing a fly about to be swatted, he cried out: “Oh, don’t swat the fly! He wrings his hands! He wrings his feet.”28


The Fine Arts


The concern for clarity, form, color, and placement seen in the artistic creations of Japan’s earlier years continued to be shown in subsequent eras. The new element in the Tokugawa period was the creative work of the townspeople. Their noteworthy contribution to the fine arts was the woodblock print, known as ukiyo-e, or “painting[s] of the floating world.” Ukiyo-e are not “realistic” in their depiction of scenes and people but, rather, are two-dimensional with no shading.


Among the many prominent artists in this genre was Harunobu (1725–1770), who is credited as having been the first artist to use a variety of colors in his prints. He is best known for his delicate, doll-like female figures, whose fragile nature is indicated by their abnormally small hands and feet. Utamaro (1754–1806), in contrast, is known for his sensuous, voluptuous female figures. This artist effectively used lines to create a sense of sleek, soft flesh. Finally, Sharaku (d. 1801?), who concentrated on portraying Kabuki actors, captured the exaggerated expressions and poses used by actors in climactic moments within the plays.


The two Japanese artists best known in the West are Hokusai (1760–1849) and Hiroshige (1797–1858). Hokusai, who devoted his entire life to art, successfully conveyed a sense of force and vigor in his prints by means of lines and color. When he was seventy-five, he expressed the hope that “perhaps at eighty my art may improve greatly; at ninety it may reach real depth, and at one hundred it may become divinely inspired. At one hundred and ten every dot and every stroke may be as if living.”29 He signed his works “the old man crazy about drawing.”


Hiroshige is best known for his prints of the fifty-three station stops along the route from Edo to Kyoto. Most interested in the relationship between light and natural phenomena, he tried to capture the moods of nature and the atmospheric conditions of the different seasons and weather. In particular, he created beautiful snow scenes through sensitive use of blank space, and his rain scenes were made fresh and beautiful by effective use of lines.


It is interesting to note that the treatment by Hokusai and Hiroshige of light and atmosphere in their scenic color prints influenced the French impressionist painters of the nineteenth century.


The age of creativity that characterized the Genroku era and the few decades that followed also coincided with the period in which the Bakufu was beginning to feel the pressures of the growing economic crisis. We shall now turn to an investigation of this and other related problems that plagued the Bakufu for the last remaining century of its rule.
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The Late Tokugawa Period


POLITICAL DEVELOPMENTS


In 1745, Shōgun Yoshimune turned over the shogunate to his son, Ieshige, but he remained the de facto ruler until his death in 1751. An invalid with a serious speech defect, Ieshige proved to be a rather ineffective shōgun. During the reign of the next shōgun, Ieharu, chamberlain Tanuma Okitsugu and his son became influential figures and wielded great power. In fact, during the last fourteen years of Ieharu’s reign, Okitsugu, acting as senior councilor, held near dictatorial power. As a result, Ieharu’s regime (1760–1786) is referred to as the Tanuma era.


Unlike Yoshimune, who sought to solve the Bakufu’s economic difficulties by reducing expenses, encouraging frugality, and increasing agricultural production, Tanuma Okitsugu hoped to resolve the difficulties by debasing coinage, granting monopolistic rights to wholesale dealers in return for payment of fees, and taxing the merchant guilds. In order to reverse the unfavorable balance of trade and curb the outflow of bullion, he sought to increase exports. He also initiated various reclamation projects. There is little question that Tanuma sought to serve the public good, but there is also no doubt that he was more than casually interested in advancing his private interests in the hopes of accumulating a vast fortune. Consequently, standards of rectitude began to decline throughout the official hierarchy, and graft and bribery, though surely engaged in to some extent under previous administrations, became widespread practices. One observer noted, “Villagers rush about in agitation crying out that officials are coming to assess the tribute; for days on end shrines and temples are piled high with all kinds of rare presents for them.”1


In spite of Tanuma’s efforts to solve the Bakufu’s financial difficulties, natural calamities aggravated the situation, and conditions failed to improve. A great famine broke out between 1783 and 1787, the prices of goods soared, and rice riots occurred frequently. Tanuma was blamed for most of the difficulties, and with the death of Ieharu, he was summarily removed from office.


Under Shōgun Ienari (1773–1841), Yoshimune’s grandson, Matsudaira Sadanobu (1758–1829), emerged as the chief Bakufu official. Matsudaira had gained a reputation as an able and enlightened administrator when he was the head of a small han in northern Honshu. During the great famine of 1783, when hundreds of thousands of people starved in the neighboring han, he took measures to ensure that not a single person in his han died of hunger.


The treasury was nearly depleted when Matsudaira became the Bakufu’s chief councilor in 1787, a year of great floods, inflation, food shortages, and rioting. To cope with the crisis, Matsudaira started what has been called the Kansei Reforms (the Kansei period, for which the reforms are named, was from 1789 to 1801). The policies that he adopted were conservative in nature and patterned after those of his grandfather, Yoshimune. He concentrated, for instance, on reducing expenditures and encouraging frugality. He also imposed price controls, but they proved to be ineffective. To be prepared to cope with future famines, he increased the Bakufu’s rice reserves and required the daimyō to set aside 50 koku for every 10,000 koku of rice they collected. After reducing the expenditures of the city of Edo, he had 70 percent of the savings set aside as relief for the needy and as low-interest loans for the poor. He also established a vocational training program for the unemployed and the vagrants in Edo. In 1789, to relieve the Bakufu’s vassals, he canceled all the debts to the rice brokers that they had incurred before 1784 and reduced the interest rates on those incurred after 1784.


In the hope of increasing agricultural production, Matsudaira encouraged the peasants in the cities to return to the countryside. To foster frugality he issued sumptuary laws prohibiting them from indulging in any wasteful or extravagant activities. He also attempted to impose standards of austerity on the townspeople; he even went so far as to attempt to tighten their moral values by curbing unlicensed prostitution, censoring books that he deemed prurient, and banning mixed bathing of persons over the age of six.


To cope with the rising tide of unorthodox philosophies, Matsudaira issued the Kansei ban on heterodoxy and prohibited the teaching of any philosophy other than the Zhu Xi version of Confucianism in the Bakufu’s schools. He also adopted a policy of denying employment in the Bakufu to anyone who had been trained in unorthodox philosophies.


It was during this period that Russia began probing Japan’s northern islands. Matsudaira was not at first concerned about this, and in fact he arrested an advocate of national defense, Hayashi Shihei, for criticizing the Bakufu for neglecting its defenses against external threats. Later he did come to recognize the need to fortify the northern coastal regions.


In spite of his strenuous efforts, Matsudaira failed to solve the basic problems of the Bakufu. He remained in office for only six years, but his puritanical asceticism managed to cramp the lifestyles of influential people in the shōgun’s entourage, including the ladies in the inner palace.


Matsudaira’s departure was followed by an era of laxity under the leadership of the hedonistic Ienari, who was shōgun for the more than fifty years—from 1786 to 1837. Even after his resignation, Ienari dominated the Bakufu until his death in 1841. Moral standards declined, and graft and bribery became rampant once again. Government expenditures rose along with the considerable personal expenses of the self-indulgent shōgun (he had forty wives and concubines to support). The price of rice remained low, but the cost of other commodities rose sharply. The only steps taken by the Bakufu to deal with its financial difficulties were to repeatedly debase the coinage and make requests of wealthy merchants for financial contributions. Between 1806 and 1813, the Bakufu called upon the merchants and villagers to contribute money three times, and over 1.4 million ryō was collected. The Bakufu’s difficulties, however, continued to multiply as famines broke out frequently and, as we will see later, peasant uprisings increased in size and number. In addition to the internal difficulties, pressures from the outside world were becoming more serious.


After Ienari’s death another attempt at reforms was made, this time by the chief councilor, Mizuno Tadakuni (1793–1851), in what is called the Tempō Reforms. Like Matsudaira, Mizuno also endeavored to tighten moral standards, reduce expenses, encourage frugality by issuing many sumptuary laws, and curtail extravagance in food and clothing. In addition, he restricted what he considered to be frivolous and wasteful activities, such as festivals, Kabuki, Nō, and other forms of entertainment. He even sought to curtail the operation of pawnshops, public bathhouses, hairdressers, and the like.


Like Matsudaira, Mizuno encouraged the initiation of reclamation projects and hoped to increase agricultural production by compelling the peasants who had migrated to cities to return to their villages. In addition, he sought to curtail secondary work such as weaving because he believed that it reduced the time the peasants could spend tilling the soil.


Mizuno also sought to curb inflation by fixing wages and prices. Convinced that a free flow of goods would reduce high prices, he ended the monopolistic privileges that had been granted to the wholesalers and merchant guilds by the Tanuma administration. This, of course, resulted in the loss of the fees they had been paying the Bakufu, and to offset this reduction in revenues Mizuno found it necessary to compel the wealthy Osaka merchants to donate money to the Bakufu. As another means of increasing the Bakufu’s income, he sought to bring under its direct control the land held by the bannermen and daimyō in the vicinity of Edo and Osaka. This measure, however, was so vigorously opposed by the parties concerned that he was forced to abandon it. This episode served to unite opposition against him and provided the catalyst that eventually brought about his dismissal. As was the case with Matsudaira, Mizuno’s austerity program displeased many people, including the shōgun’s consort. As a result, he was removed from office in 1843, only two years after he had initiated the Tempō Reforms. He made a brief comeback in 1844 but was dismissed again after a short term in office. Many of his reforms were rapidly undone soon after he fell from power.


When he was in office, Mizuno encouraged the daimyō to follow his example by urging them to institute similar reforms in their han. Many failed to respond, but some han, such as Chōshū, initiated their own reform programs. None of these attempts were very effective, but some han managed to reduce their expenses and tighten official control over the marketing of cash crops. During his tenure in office Mizuno was also very much aware of the trouble China was having with the British, and he sought to strengthen his nation’s military defenses by training the warriors in Western gunnery.


All the reforms initiated by the various Bakufu officials were basically ineffective because, though they were honestly intended to solve the Bakufu’s economic difficulties, they were aimed at achieving this by actually preventing changes—that is, by curbing the rising merchant class and money economy. Essentially, the reform programs pointed to a return to the predominantly agrarian, natural economy of early Tokugawa. The reformers persisted in adopting reactionary measures with the best of intentions. But sumptuary laws to enforce simple living and uplift the people’s moral standards could not solve the Bakufu’s financial problems, nor could these legal maneuvers prevent the disintegration of the closed society. The Bakufu thus approached the middle of the nineteenth century having failed to solve its basic economic difficulties. At this juncture it was confronted with a major external crisis that ultimately brought about its downfall—the arrival of Commodore Perry. Before we turn to this event, however, we will examine more closely the economic difficulties of Tokugawa society.


ECONOMIC PROBLEMS


The basic cause of Tokugawa society’s problems lay in the fact that the economy was supported by an agrarian base that, though expanded, was not sufficiently broad to meet either the increasing needs of the ruling class, whose size and standard of living did not remain static, or the rising expectations of the common classes. From the end of the seventeenth century, in particular, commerce began to grow, thus creating an economy evermore incompatible with agrarianism.


Large urban centers emerged, and the demand not only for basic necessities but also for what the ruling authorities regarded as luxury goods steadily increased. To meet the needs of the cities, the production of nonessential agricultural and industrial goods had to increase, and consequently, the number and size of local business entrepreneurs, wholesale dealers, and shippers grew. The sankin kōtai system also served to stimulate economic growth by increasing commercial and industrial activities along the routes that the daimyō crossed in their travels to and from Edo. There were, necessarily, growing expenditures that the daimyō sought to meet by fostering the production of cash crops and industrial goods that could be marketed to other han. Now that a greater variety and better quality of fabrics, utensils, household goods, and art objects were available, the taste and standard of living of the samurai as well as the wealthier people in towns and villages rose substantially. Such improvements, however, also tended to raise the level of expectation of other segments of the society. An increased imbalance between income and expenditures resulted. Despite the fact that rice production grew at a rate greater than the increase in population, instead of enjoying an augmented sense of ease and satisfaction, the people became increasingly restless about an economic and financial situation they found uncomfortable and dissatisfying.


We now turn to an examination of the problems confronting the daimyō and the samurai. Ogyū Sorai observed in the 1720s that whereas thirty or forty years earlier lower-class samurai never wore formal ceremonial suits and were unable to furnish their houses with tatami (reed mats), they now not only had better household furnishings and fancy formal suits, but their hair smelled of perfume and their sword guards were decorated with gold and silver inlays.


To be sure, the daimyō were certainly enjoying much greater luxury if the samurai were living in better houses and wearing finer clothing. According to Sorai,




In the way in which they comport themselves throughout the day, in their garments, food and drink, household furnishings, dwellings, employment of servants, the conduct of their wives, the retinues that accompany them, the manner in which they travel, the ceremonies of coming of age, marriage and burial—in all these matters they naturally tend to be extravagant in accordance with the trend of the times.2





The samurai and the daimyō needed more money to maintain their more elaborate style of living, and their financial needs were made evermore acute by the recurrent periods of inflation that beset the land. The monetary problems of the daimyō were further intensified by the need to defray the cost of traveling back and forth to Edo and maintaining two residences, one in the home province and one in Edo.3


The Bakufu added to the financial burdens of the daimyō by requiring them, whenever it felt the need to do so, to participate in public works and other expensive tasks. Saga han, for example, devoted 4 percent of its expenditures to guarding Nagasaki. In 1754, Satsuma, already in debt for 800,000 ryō, was asked to assist in the construction of a water-control project along the Kiso River in central Honshu. Participation in the project made it necessary for Satsuma to raise more than 200,000 ryō. To obtain the money, the already overtaxed peasants had to be taxed even further. After the completion of the project, the Satsuma official in charge committed seppuku to atone for the hardships inflicted upon the people.


In addition to these expenses, the daimyō’s financial difficulties were aggravated by such calamitous events as floods, droughts, famines, and fires. Consequently, many han were continuously plagued with budgetary deficits.


There were only a limited number of ways in which the daimyō could cope with the rising costs of their personal and public needs. One way was to borrow from wealthy merchants, and there were, in fact, some merchant houses that specialized in loaning money to the daimyō and samurai. An interesting example of this was Yodoya Tatsugorō, whose wealth was legendary. So many daimyō had fallen deeply in debt to him that the Bakufu finally confiscated his fortune in 1705. The ostensible reason given for this action was that he was living in an outrageously extravagant fashion, far beyond the limits suitable to a person of his social status.


The Kōnoike family records showed that in 1706 its loans to the daimyō totaled over 278,000 ryō, and by 1795 this amount had risen to more than 416,000 ryō. After the Tokugawa era, the descendants of one merchant family found three cases full of certificates of loans to daimyō amounting to 10 million ryō.


To extricate the daimyō and the samurai from their indebtedness, the Bakufu sought to compel the merchants to settle for less than full payment of outstanding loans. In some instances it called for the total cancellation of longstanding debts, inflicting great losses upon the merchants.4 These measures naturally caused many merchant houses to become bankrupt and induced others to become extremely wary about loaning money to military men. This in turn forced the daimyō and the samurai to abandon their traditional attitude of superiority and appeal to the wealthy merchants for money with lowered heads. In order to cultivate the goodwill of the merchants, they gave them seasonal gifts, extended special commercial privileges, and accorded them the rights of the samurai, such as the rights to bear swords and receive stipends.


The subservience of the warrior class to wealthy merchants led one contemporary observer to remark, “When the great merchants of Osaka get angry, the feudal barons of the land quake with fear.”5 Another commentator wrote, “Both large and small daimyō . . . are constantly plagued by their creditors to pay their debts and have no peace of mind worrying about how to make excuses. They fear the sight of moneylenders as if they were demons. Forgetting that they are samurai, they bow and scrape to the townspeople.”6


Another way in which the daimyō sought to increase their revenues was to tax peasants more heavily. There was a limit, however, to this approach. Peasants were known to rise up against their masters when tax burdens became “excessive” in their minds. A han could ill afford to have a peasant tax revolt because the Bakufu was wont to use such uprisings in order to punish the han administrators. Some han made occasional tax reassessments to take into account the increase in rice production, but there is some evidence to indicate that in many han this was not actually done because of the laborious tasks involved in making thoroughgoing surveys. To compound the issue, peasants grew to be very adept at hiding increased yields, especially of “cash crops.” Surplus rice and soybeans could be converted into sake or soy sauce (shoyu), which were easier to hide than grains. Upland and dry fields could be converted to small plots of mulberry (for silk production), cotton, or vegetables to be sold in nearby castletowns. Many daimyō followed the example of the Bakufu reformers and periodically attempted to reduce their expenses by implementing austerity programs, but these measures repeatedly failed to solve their financial problems. Some daimyō sought to cope with their difficulties by reducing the samurai’s stipends, but naturally this only worsened the already serious plight of the samurai. Some other measures that were resorted to were the extraction of forced loans from the merchants and the issuance of currencies valid only in the han.


The daimyō did adopt some measures that yielded very positive results. Many han attempted to increase their revenues by expanding agricultural production. They reclaimed wastelands, initiated water-control projects, built irrigation systems, and introduced improved methods of farming and better strains of seed. The acreage under cultivation was substantially increased, and greater yield per unit of land was achieved. It appears, however, that even this increased agricultural yield failed to meet the growing expenditures of the Bakufu and the han.


Another positive measure that was adopted by the Bakufu and the han was to foster production of crops and handicraft goods that could be marketed to other han. As a result, many han came to be known for special products. Some han even concentrated on the production of high-quality rice with the intention of competing more effectively for the urban rice market. Many han were known for their textiles, pottery, timber, and fish, whereas other han managed to produce commodities not readily available elsewhere, such as salt, sugar, indigo, wax, tea, and paper. Villages near major cities like Edo concentrated on producing vegetables for the urban consumers. Some han exploited the mineral resources that had not been claimed by the Bakufu. A few han in the south and the west managed to increase their revenues by engaging in trade with Korea and the Ryukyu Islands.7


In marketing the commercial and industrial crops many han either established han monopolies or granted monopolistic rights to selected entrepreneurs. To compete effectively with other han and increase their own revenues, han authorities paid the producers of the cash crops minimum prices. This frequently became a source of conflict between peasants and authorities.


Virtually every han experimented with various types of fertilizer to increase crop production. Human feces had always been combined with “green” waste (chopped weeds, leaves, etc.) in the countryside, but by the mid-eighteenth century, a commercial “nightsoil” industry existed outside almost every castle-town. At first, peasants volunteered to cart nightsoil away from urban privies in order to use the offal as fertilizer on their own fields. After a time, some entrepreneurs began to offer small gifts (vegetables, straw handicrafts, etc.) to the urban landlords in order to establish a monopoly over these privies. Before long, there were a number of urban networks of nightsoil purveyors in large cities. Fishers along most of Japan’s extensive coast produced dried fishmeal as commercial fertilizer as well.8


The Bakufu and the daimyō were feeling the pressures of rising expenditures, but the samurai felt the imbalance between income and outlay even more acutely. As noted earlier, the samurai had also become accustomed to a more elegant way of life. Their expenses were growing, and their economic woes were further intensified by the fact that they had a fixed income in rice, even though the price of rice tended to drop in time of abundant harvest. The price of other commodities, however, not only did not drop but in some instances rose.


Another economic development that hurt the samurai was the policy adopted by the Bakufu and some daimyō to withhold a certain amount of rice stipends from time to time. In Chōshū as early as 1646, the retainers were asked to “loan” one-fifth of their stipends to the han. Later the amount was raised to one-third and then to one-half of their stipends. These were meant to be only temporary measures, but such reductions often lasted for years.9 This practice, which was also followed by other han, forced the samurai to fall deeper and deeper into debt and had the effect of weakening the samurai’s sense of loyalty to their lords, who, they felt, were failing in their duty to provide them with adequate means of living. A critic at the end of the eighteenth century observed, “Some daimyō have now ceased to pay their retainers their basic stipends. These men have had half their property confiscated by the daimyō as well, and hate them so much that they find it impossible to contain their ever-accumulating resentment.”10


Occasionally the samurai would be aided when the Bakufu and the daimyō ordered a cancellation of debts, but before long they were heavily in debt again because the basic situation remained unchanged. Consequently, the poorer samurai were reduced to selling their military equipment, and there are instances of a few who even sold their daughters. Some turned to banditry, but the most common solution open to a lower-class samurai was to engage in some sort of handicraft work such as repairing umbrellas, lanterns, wooden clogs, or household utensils. This kind of menial work was considered beneath their dignity, but they were compelled to do it to survive. It was not uncommon for some samurai to establish family ties with merchant houses as a means of escape from financial problems. A samurai might adopt a young man from a merchant family or permit his son to marry a merchant’s daughter.


In addition, peacetime conditions had brought about a deterioration in the warriors’ moral standards. Many samurai began to frequent places of entertainment—brothels and the theaters—that existed primarily for the pleasure of the townspeople. It was estimated that in the middle of the eighteenth century 70 percent of the patrons of Edo’s brothels were samurai. One observer, bemoaning the moral decay of the samurai, surmised that seven or eight samurai out of ten were effete weaklings.


To some extent, the economic distresses and consequent changes in moral standards of the ruling class tended to blur the social distinctions between the samurai and the chonin classes. At the same time, the bonds between the lord and his followers were weakened. These changes, together with the penetration of commercial interests into the rural areas and the growing unrest of the peasantry, were beginning to strain the existing social and political order.


THE LOT OF THE PEASANTS


The peasantry was the segment of society that supported the national economy and endured hardships and miseries in silence. The expanding money economy was affecting them most adversely, and, after the Genroku era, as the Bakufu and the daimyō faced growing financial difficulties, the plight of the peasants appeared to worsen as they were taxed even more heavily.


The infiltration of money and commercial economy into the villages also meant the penetration of Genroku culture. This was true despite the attempts of the Bakufu to keep the villages insulated from the more extravagant ways of the cities. As might be expected, the desire for better living conditions grew among the peasants, and they began to purchase items that the authorities regarded as luxury goods. They also needed money to buy fertilizers and agricultural implements. Their expenses were rising at the same time that the authorities in many han were increasing the rate of taxation in order to meet their growing expenses. This situation became even more serious when, in some instances, the peasants were compelled to pay taxes several years in advance. As was noted previously, there were also numerous additional taxes besides those levied on the rice crop. The peasants were also subject to corvée, the most burdensome being the obligation to provide men and horses for the courier or horse station system.


There is some indication that the ruling class was not uniformly ruthless in its financial demands, but this is not to say that the taxation was not burdensome. Some daimyō, in fact, raised the tax rate to exceed 50 percent, and in a few extreme cases, peasants were forced to pay 70 percent of the harvest. It should be noted that although many daimyō revised the method of assessment to increase the tax yields, the han in the poorer sections of the north and in the mountainous areas were especially stringent in exacting taxes. In contrast, the Bakufu retained its taxation rate of 40 percent.11


Abuses occurred in all the han when ambitious officials sought to impress their lords by increasing the tax yields. At the same time, however, there were officials who sought to further and protect the interests of the people and gained renown as practitioners of “benevolent rule.”


An important point to consider in assessing the tax burden on the peasants is the fact that no nationwide land survey was made after the Kambun and Empō eras (1661–1681). The area under cultivation, however, had been steadily expanded through reclamation, and the productivity per acre of land was increased substantially through the years by better plant varieties, greater use of fertilizers, and improved methods of farming.12 In light of the fact that no nationwide land survey had been made since the latter half of the seventeenth century, it is possible that the amount of rice and other crops left in the hands of the villagers may not have decreased, even though the tax rates rose. Moreover, in order to encourage the reclamation of wastelands the officials were usually willing to overlook the fact that taxes were not paid on reclaimed plots, or else they imposed only a nominal levy. One study of eleven widely scattered villages indicates that from around 1700 to 1850 the official assessment of productivity varied very little; that is, there was no substantial movement upward. The same was true of the tax rate—no significant changes had occurred in these villages. This, of course, was a period during which productivity was still increasing.


It would appear, then, that in spite of the financial pressures facing them, the Bakufu and many daimyō did not tax the peasants as severely as they might have. The growing determination of the peasants to resist additional levies and arbitrary measures may have been partially responsible for this. Furthermore, the changing attitude of the villagers perhaps accounts for the increase in uprisings at a time when the standard of living of the peasants may have been higher than that of their ancestors who lived during the early stages of Tokugawa rule.


There are also strong indications that the larger amount of rice and other products that remained in the villages after taxation did not benefit all the villagers equally, but was in fact primarily directed to the advantage of wealthier members. The villagers who were likely to increase the yield per acre and to enlarge their holdings through land reclamation were the wealthier farmers. This was the case because of the additional expenses and labor needed for such undertakings. These wealthy and thus prominent villagers were the ones to hold the key village posts, and this enabled them to determine each producer’s share of taxation. It appears that in many villages increased yields and greater holdings were not taken into account in allocating each producer’s share of the tax burden.


The fact that the wealthier villagers benefited from the taxation system is reflected in the many complaints lodged by the poorer peasants that they were being taxed more heavily than the rich. The clash of interests can also be seen in the growing number of peasant disturbances that were directed against the headmen and other prominent villagers. This is in sharp contrast to the many earlier disturbances, which were led by the village leaders to protest the policies of the Bakufu or han officials.


The rising rate of tenancy also indicates that the gap between the rich and poor peasants was widening. It was illegal to buy or sell land, but this law was frequently circumvented; some merchants even purchased land in the villages. Most of the land that belonged to the poorer peasants, however, passed into the hands of the wealthy villagers who held mortgages on the fields of impoverished farmers. The percentage of tenancy varied greatly from place to place, but it is estimated that in areas where the commercial economy had penetrated deeply, that is, near the major cities and the main roads, it had risen to 50 percent by the nineteenth century. Accompanying the increase in tenant farmers was an increase in the number of hired workers on the larger farms and in the village handicraft industries. A further indication of the growing disparity of wealth in the villages can be seen in the changing pattern of landholding: the number of large and very small holdings increased, whereas medium-size holdings decreased.


The wealthier villagers, in addition to enhancing their wealth through greater productivity per acre and acquisition of more land, began to invest their money in the commercial and industrial enterprises that were developing in the rural areas. Many were already involved in traditional commercial activities such as lending money and selling daily necessities (e.g., sake, salt, soy sauce, oil) to the villagers. Now some began to participate in such “manufacturing” enterprises as spinning, weaving, pottery making, and other handicraft industries. Others ventured into the business of marketing the cash crop and industrial goods that were produced in their villages. At the same time, urban merchants came to the villages to market the crops and became members of the rural communities. The consequence was the development of a group of rural dwellers, known as gōnōshō (rich farmer/businessman), who came into existence in villages that were affected strongly by the commercial economy.


An early-nineteenth-century observer made the following remarks concerning the growing disparity between the rich and the poor villagers: “The wealthy farmers have forgotten their rank, have been given the right to have surnames, wear swords or even have yearly allowances. They are addicted to wearing beautiful clothes, practice military arts, study Chinese books and poetry, and even call courtesans from the prosperous centres to their homes.”13 Essentially, then, they were living like members of the samurai class. In sharp contrast, the poorer farmers, he noted, were falling deeper into debt and losing their land. In the less productive sections of the country, poorer peasants found it difficult to raise a family and resorted to infanticide and abortion. A social critic writing in the later stages of the Tokugawa era claimed that in the northern provinces the number of children killed annually exceeded 60,000 or 70,000.


The fact that the population remained stable and even decreased from time to time after the eighteenth century indicates that a large percentage of the peasantry led a marginal existence. In 1721 the population of the common classes was officially noted to be 26 million. It fluctuated between 25 million and 27 million from that date until the end of the Tokugawa era.14 Figures prior to 1721 are not available, but if we accept an estimated figure of 18 million for the period 1573–1591, it is conceivable that the population increased by 10 million from the end of the sixteenth century to the beginning of the eighteenth. The population during the latter half of the Tokugawa era was held down by periodic famines and epidemics and by abortion and infanticide.15


Mass starvation resulted whenever there were serious crop failures, which were caused by droughts, excessive rainfall, floods, typhoons, cold weather, or locusts. There were in all thirty-five famines in the Edo period. In 1732, for example, swarms of locusts descended upon western Japan, practically ruining the entire rice crop of that region.16 In 1755 cold weather destroyed the crops in the north, and as a result, in one han alone it was reported that one out of five persons died of starvation. In 1773 droughts preceded a plague that claimed the lives of 200,000 people. The death toll rose as the plague spread through the northern provinces, with Sendai han reporting the loss of 300,000 people. This was followed by the great Temmei famine that began in 1783 and lasted until 1787. It was caused by continuous bad weather: excessive rainfall, unseasonably cold weather, and drought. The year the famine started, Mount Asama in central Japan erupted, causing much death and destruction. The bad weather and persistent crop failures continued year after year, and the northern provinces, which were again affected most seriously, experienced such mass starvation that the people were finally reduced to practicing cannibalism. No accurate figure is available on the number of people who starved to death in the Temmei famine, but one contemporary observer wrote, “During the three years of bad crops and famine which occurred since 1783, over two million people in Ōu Province alone starved to death.”17 This is an overestimation, but it is believed that several hundred thousand persons did perish, and much of the northern region remained uninhabited and untilled for years.


In the Tempō era another major famine occurred that lasted from 1833 to 1836. Once again, the northern provinces were most severely affected. Tsugaru han, which was said to have lost 80,000 persons in a single year during the Temmei famine, lost an additional 45,000.


The effects of these famines and catastrophes are reflected in the decreases in the population that followed each major outbreak.18


PEASANT UPRISINGS


The peasants did not remain completely passive when confronted with the rigid control and exploitation by the ruling class, growing economic hardships, and periodic disasters. There was little they could do about natural calamities, but they could and did protest against abuses on the part of the officials and demand relief in times of famine and disaster.


Recent studies show that between 1590 and 1867 there were 2,809 peasant disturbances. During the early years of Tokugawa rule these disturbances tended to occur more frequently in the poorer regions. Later on, however, they began to break out increasingly often in the more advanced areas, thus indicating that the penetration of commercial economy was causing difficulties in the villages. The number of peasant uprisings rose significantly in the latter half of the Edo period.19


The protest movements took various forms. The peasants could, of course, submit petitions through regular channels, but such actions were ineffective since they could be blocked so readily at the lower levels. Illegal actions took the form of mass flights into another lord’s domain, forceful demonstrations, violent uprisings, and submission of petitions that bypassed the lower authorities and went directly to the daimyō or Bakufu. With the passage of time, the protest movements tended to grow increasingly violent, and from about 1710 forceful demonstrations and violent uprisings constituted between 40 and 50 percent of all protests. The houses and warehouses of the rich farmers, merchants, and moneylenders were frequently the objects of attack.


In a study of 2,755 peasant outbursts, it was determined that taxation, having been named in 628 of the incidents, was the most prevalent cause of violent action.20


During the latter half of the Tokugawa era, the number of participants and the areas covered by the disturbances tended to grow in scope. In 1738, some 84,000 peasants in Iwaki province in the north participated in a demonstration against excessive taxation. In 1754, some 168,000 peasants were involved in an outburst against unfair taxation in Kurume han in Kyushu. Ten years later, 200,000 peasants in the Kantō region rioted to protest the burdens of corvée in the horse stations. Following the Temmei famine, violent uprisings that involved thousands of peasants broke out with increasing frequency. One major riot in the nineteenth century was the 1831 uprising in Chōshū, where 100,000 peasants rioted, demanding a reduction in taxes and protesting the han’s monopolistic policy in marketing industrial crops.


It is interesting to speculate why peasant unrest grew in the latter half of the Tokugawa period when, compared with the first half, more food and other commodities were available. The population remained more or less stable after the eighteenth century, and rice production increased somewhat, so there must have been more food to go around.21 A partial answer is found in the fact that this was the time when the three major famines of the Edo period occurred: the Kyōho famine of 1732–1733, the Temmei famine of 1783–1787, and the Tempō famine of 1833–1836. In the decade or so during and following these major famines, the number of peasant disturbances increased significantly.


This period of increasing unrest also coincided with the growing financial difficulties of the Bakufu and the han. The various measures they adopted to cope with the situation, such as the Kyōho, Kansei, and Tempō Reforms, caused the people inconvenience and hardship. The growth of the commercial economy and its consequent effects in the villages also gave rise to unrest by causing dislocations in the countryside. The economic difficulties caused by opening the country to the West touched off a large number of peasant disturbances in the 1860s. We have already made note of the growing conflict between the wealthier villagers and poorer peasants, which also contributed to the increase in agrarian troubles.


Another possible contributing factor that should not be overlooked is that the peasants were getting bolder in challenging the ruling class because the latter had lost some of its militaristic qualities. The samurai were no longer hardy warriors; they were more like gentleman-scholars who had been softened by urban living. Very few samurai lived in the villages where the peasants lived, and when these outsiders did appear it was only to collect taxes. Finally, the greater productivity and the improved standard of living being enjoyed by the village leaders and the townspeople must have had the double effect of raising the expectations of the peasants while making them more militant.


In some instances the protestors did succeed in gaining concessions and in having their grievances redressed; but, in all cases of violent or illegal action, the leaders were arrested and punished because any sort of conspiracy or group action was strictly prohibited. In order to ferret out the instigators, the suspected leaders were tortured cruelly and forced to confess. They were then beheaded or crucified. Some were buried alive.


The peasant uprisings were not motivated by any desire to change the social or political order. They were simply protest actions calling for redress of specific grievances. The peasants remained politically unsophisticated partly because of the Bakufu’s success in keeping them isolated and politically ignorant. The rulers followed the adage that “the peasants should not be informed but should be made to depend upon the ruling class.” Peasant riots did break out, particularly in the Kantō and northern regions, when the Bakufu was being overthrown by the imperial forces. These were called yonaoshi ikki, uprisings to reform the society, but they were isolated actions directed primarily against the wealthy villagers. In addition, there were certain areas around Kyoto where large concentrations of Pureland Buddhists (ikko) were predisposed to self-government. These largely egalitarian (even allowing female leaders in some areas) peasants were more prone to revolt against their feudal leaders over issues not directly concerned with economic problems.


It was not only the peasants who were forced to resort to violence because of economic difficulties; the urban poor also began to stage violent demonstrations. Inflationary prices and food shortages were the primary causes for these urban riots, which were usually directed against the rice and sake merchants and the pawnbrokers.


Prior to the Kyōho (1716–1736) era, only eight urban disturbances had occurred, and only one of these involved any violence. After 1717, however, 332 instances of urban conflict were recorded, and most of them entailed rioting and violence. One of the most widespread urban rice riots occurred late in the spring of 1787 in the wake of the Temmei crop failures and famine, when 50 separate violent incidents broke out in cities throughout the country.


The Tempō famine also touched off rice riots in the cities, where shortages and inflated prices caused rampant hunger and starvation. This series of disturbances culminated in a major uprising in 1837 in Osaka, which was led by a former police officer and a Wang Yang-ming scholar, Ōshio Heihachirō (1792–1837). Ōshio was outraged at the indifference of the Osaka city commissioners and the rich merchants, such as Mitsui and Kōnoike, to whom he had unsuccessfully appealed for help. Instead of taking any positive action to alleviate the unfair conditions, one of the city commissioners accused Ōshio of violating the ban on making direct appeals to higher officials. Ōshio, as a result, decided that the only course left to him was to lead the people in an uprising against the rich and the established authorities. He had only about three hundred followers, largely impoverished townspeople and peasants from nearby villages, but they managed to set fire to one-fifth of the city. The uprising was quickly crushed, and he was forced to take his own life.


Urban disturbances continued to break out. The crisis facing the Bakufu and established authorities became acute after the advent of Perry, and the number of urban riots increased. Seventy such outbursts were recorded between 1854 and the fall of the Bakufu.


AGRICULTURAL IMPROVEMENTS


Agricultural production, as noted earlier, did not remain static during the Tokugawa period. A variety of factors contributed to the increased yields in rice and other crops. The variety of plants increased considerably, and it is estimated that the number of rice varieties swelled from about 175 in the early seventeenth century to over 2,000 by the mid-nineteenth century. Irrigation systems were improved with wider use being made of water wheels and tread-mills. In the northern and Kantō regions, sericulture (silk) became important as a supplementary source of rural income. As suggested previously, commercial fertilizers also contributed to increases in crop production.


The production of commercial and industrial crops began to increase throughout the country. Cotton, indigo, sugarcane, tobacco, silkworms, tea, wax tree, and so forth were produced by the peasants to supplement their income or at the behest of their lords. Despite the increasing production of cash crops and growing commercial activities, Tokugawa Japan was still predominantly an agricultural country, not a commercial one.22


The fishing industry remained an important part of the Tokugawa economy, as did mining, forestry, and the various handicraft industries. Somewhat larger production facilities, especially in textiles, were emerging at the end of the era. Commercial capital began to enter the process of production to some extent, and the more advanced areas of the economy were showing signs of industrial growth. Sake and shoyu (soy sauce) brewers brought commercial ventures into largely rural areas. They were wont to establish money-lending and commodity futures (buying crops even before they were planted to ensure supply at constant prices) schemes in these areas. In view of the overall picture, however, all these changes were not really significant enough to affect the fundamentally agrarian character of the economy.


Not many Tokugawa thinkers concerned themselves with the practical aspects of farming, but there were a few who did. Among the more notable of these were Ōhara Yūgaku (1797–1858) and Ninomiya Sontoku (1787–1856). Ōhara, although born into a samurai family, was disowned for having killed a man in a duel and spent years wandering around the country. He finally settled in a village in the Kantō region, just as the Tempō famine broke out. Deeply distressed at the suffering of the peasantry, he sought to devise ways in which to assist them. In 1838 he organized a cooperative credit union encompassing four villages. Each member was required to transfer to the cooperative a plot of land worth five ryō, and the profits from this land were then put into a fund that was to be used to assist the members in time of need. Ōhara also introduced better methods of farming and initiated a land improvement program. In addition, he sought to instill a wholesome outlook into the peasantry and taught that the nature of things and the Way were fixed by the unity of Heaven and Earth. The common people too were created by this unity, so they were obliged to follow the Way. This consisted in practicing filial piety, adhering to one’s station in life, and respecting the samurai.


In spite of his positive contributions to agrarian life, and his essentially pro-establishment philosophy, Ōhara was accused by the authorities of disturbing the existing order in the village and of exceeding his proper station in life by daring to propagate his own philosophy. He was forced to dissolve the cooperative before being incarcerated. After his release he committed seppuku.


The other agrarian reformer, Ninomiya Sontoku, referred to as the “peasant sage of Japan,” was born into a peasant family and remained a tiller of the soil and a spokesman for the peasantry all his life. His family was plunged into the depth of poverty by the Temmei famine and a destructive typhoon. Through hard work, Ninomiya more than restored the family fortune and became a minor landlord of four chō. Like Ōhara he also sought to help his fellow peasants improve their lot. He taught them the importance of long-range planning and advised them to make an annual budget in which they always planned to spend less than they expected to make. He also proposed the establishment of voluntary credit unions, a suggestion that was adopted by a fairly large number of villages in Sagami, where Ninomiya came from, as well as in the neighboring provinces. He was active in relief work during the Tempō famine, and as he gained renown as an agrarian expert he was sought out by many han to assist in revitalizing villages that had fallen into decay.


Ninomiya believed that the peasants must be instilled with a philosophy of life that would be fitting to them while enhancing their well-being. Each person, he taught, owes his existence and well-being to his ancestors and society and, therefore, has as his duty the following of the doctrine of Repayment of Virtue, which calls for hard work, thrift, and sharing what one can with others. Ninomiya’s interpretations of the Way of Heaven and the Way of Man were pragmatic and utilitarian: the Way of Heaven is the way of nature as seen in the physical world; the Way of Man is fixed by man’s necessity to survive in nature. Thus, the Way of Man tells us “rice is good and weeds are bad; to build a house is good, to destroy it is bad. . . . All that is convenient for man is good and all that is inconvenient is bad.”23


Unlike other Tokugawa-era thinkers, Ōhara and Ninomiya concerned themselves with practical problems and not with theoretical or idealistic moral concepts. This propensity to direct one’s attention to practical matters came to be manifested increasingly in the intellectual world of the late Edo period.


INTELLECTUAL CURRENTS: REFORMERS AND CRITICS


During the latter half of the Tokugawa regime, heterodox views came to be embraced by a growing number of thinkers, and Zhu Xi philosophy, the official ideology, no longer dominated the intellectual scene. The Kansei edict prohibiting heterodox studies was issued in 1790 by Matsudaira Sadanobu, and it was intended to combat the rising tide of unorthodox points of view. It could, however, neither curb opinions critical of official policies nor restrict the diffusion of non–Zhu Xi, or for that matter non-Confucian, philosophies.


There were several schools of thought among the heterodox thinkers. Of course these cannot all be neatly classified into fixed categories, but for the sake of convenience we can list the following: the school of thought that was influenced by Dutch or Western learning; the pragmatic, rationalistic critics of the existing order; the nationalists of the Mito school; and the nationalists of the school of National Learning.


The school of Dutch learning (rangaku) came into existence after 1720, when the Bakufu relaxed its ban against Western books and permitted works not containing Christian ideas to enter the country. This led a small circle of interested scholars to begin studying Dutch in order to become acquainted with Western science. Japanese-Dutch dictionaries were compiled, and these men started to pursue such subjects as astronomy, physics, electricity, plant studies, cartography, geography, and medicine. The pioneer students of this school included Aoki Konyō (1698–1769), who compiled a dictionary of the Dutch language that he completed in 1758, and Hiraga Gennai (1729–1779), a versatile man who was interested not only in Western science but also in playwriting and Western painting. In his scientific work he engaged in botanical studies, conducted experiments in electricity, produced asbestos, and made a thermometer. He also taught Western painting, and among his students was Shiba Kōkan (1738–1818), who became the foremost exponent of the Western style of painting.


The Bakufu was interested in encouraging the study of astronomy and built an observatory in Edo in 1744. Surveying and cartography were also studied at this center, and it was through mastery of these fields that Inō Tadataka (1745–1818) managed to survey the entire Japanese coastline and produce an accurate map of the country. Among early advocates of the Copernican theory were Miura Baien (1723–1789) and Shiba Kōkan. Miura, though a Confucian scholar, developed a naturalistic philosophy that departed from the traditional theoretical explanation of the nature of things. He believed that the principles underlying the natural world could be understood only by studying things in the physical world and not by projecting assumptions about human nature onto the natural world. He emphasized the importance of developing a thoroughgoing spirit of inquiry and skepticism, but the comprehensive system of logic that he formulated was too complex to be easily understood by his contemporaries. It was not until very recently that his position in the history of Japanese thought as a unique and original thinker came to be appreciated.


The science that had the greatest influence on the fostering of Dutch studies was medicine. Among the pioneers in this field were Maeno Ryōtaku (1723–1803) and Sugita Gempaku (1733–1817). In 1771 they had an opportunity to watch a dissection being performed, and they were thus able, through direct observation, to compare the human anatomy with illustrations and descriptions in a Dutch book on anatomy. They were profoundly impressed by the accuracy of the Dutch work and so appalled at the erroneous notions they had formerly held that they set about translating the Dutch text, which they had published in 1774. This was the first openly circulated Dutch book that was translated into Japanese, and it did much to arouse the interest of fellow scholars.


Dutch studies were advanced significantly when Philipp Franz von Siebold, a young German doctor, arrived in 1823 to serve as a medical officer at the Dutch factory in Nagasaki. He was allowed to open a clinic and a medical school outside the city, and it was here that he taught fifty-seven Japanese medical students. In 1828, Siebold got into trouble with the authorities when it was discovered that he was planning to take a map of Japan with him on his projected trip back to Europe. He was expelled from the country as a suspected spy, but he was able to return in 1859 after Japan opened its doors to the West.


The Confucians began to attack Dutch studies as interest in them mounted. Ōtsuki Gentaku (1757–1827), an advocate of Dutch learning, responded as follows to the critics: “Dutch learning is not perfect, but if we choose the good points and follow them, what harm could come of that? What is more ridiculous than to refuse to discuss its merits and cling to one’s forte without changing.”24 The scholars of Dutch studies grew increasingly critical of the Bakufu’s anachronistic policy of seclusion and began as a result to experience growing official hostility. These men were bringing about an expanded awareness of the outside world and had become a force that could not be ignored.


Russian movements in the north along with stories about European activities in the rest of Asia induced some Japanese thinkers to turn their attention to the problems of national defense. They also considered, though usually in private, the policies that they thought Japan should adopt in coping with foreign powers. Hayashi Shihei (1738–1793) was one of the first of these thinkers to call for the adoption of appropriate defense measures to meet the impending threat from abroad. He urged the use of Western military science and arms, especially cannons, to repel foreign naval vessels. The Bakufu, then under the direction of Matsudaira Sadanobu, arrested him for publishing a book dealing with the affairs of state, but he had already set a precedent for such discussions, which others were to follow. In the nineteenth century Takano Chōei (1804–1850), who had studied under Siebold, and Watanabe Kazan (1793–1841), who was a student of the Dutch language, an accomplished painter, and an experienced administrator, expressed their disagreement with the Bakufu’s policy of driving away all foreign ships approaching Japanese shores. For this they were both persecuted and driven to suicide.


The practical and rational critics and analysts of Tokugawa society had acquired, in addition to what was noted earlier about Dutch learning, some knowledge about the West. One of these men, Honda Toshiaki (1744–1821), favored development of foreign trade and colonization in order to strengthen Japan’s economy. He believed that the government was responsible for the economic miseries of the people, and he was convinced that the ruling class had to provide vigorous leadership to change Japan into a wealthy industrial nation like some of the European countries.


Honda believed that in order to strengthen the economy, centralized control had to be established. He felt it was particularly important to bring shipping and trade under state control. “As long as there are no government-owned ships and the merchants have complete control over transport and trade,” he wrote, “the economic conditions of the samurai and farmers grow steadily worse.”25 In foreign policy he favored an expansionist course of action and bemoaned the fact that Hokkaido, Sakhalin, and Kamchatka were not being colonized. “Since,” he wrote, “it is a national obligation to attempt to increase the size of the country, even if this involves invading other countries, it makes me speechless with despair when I realize that we have permitted all of our possessions to be snatched away by another country.”26 His desire was to make Japan “the greatest nation in the world.” Honda was highly critical of the Bakufu and favored drastic changes, but because he did not publicize his ideas, he did not encounter any difficulties from the authorities. Consequently, he also failed to exert much influence on the thinking of his age.


It is interesting to note that men like Honda and Satō Nobuhiro (1769–1850) already recognized key concepts about the necessity of adopting Western science and technology and the importance of developing the nation’s economy for military purposes—an idea that was to have full sway in the early Meiji period. Satō had studied Dutch and was interested in a variety of practical subjects. He was also seriously concerned about the external threat and was deeply disturbed by China’s defeat in the Opium War. Like Honda, he believed in strengthening the economy in order to strengthen the nation; that is, he believed in what came to be known as a policy of fukoku kyōhei (enrich and strengthen the nation). Satō served as an adviser to Senior Councilor Mizuno Tadakuni and to several daimyō, so his ideas received the attention of the ruling authorities. His proposal for drastic economic reorganization was not adopted, but when the Bakufu sought to regulate the economy more stringently after 1855, it is believed that Satō’s ideas had something to do with it.


In order to revitalize Japan’s economy, he advocated the establishment of a highly centralized totalitarian government that would have the authority to control the entire economic life of the society while fully utilizing and completely regulating all natural and human resources. He suggested that the country’s industries be divided into eight divisions with every person being assigned to a given occupation and strictly forbidden from engaging in any other work. The existing political order and the class system were to be abolished, of course, and the ruler given autocratic powers that would allow him to “manage freely the entire nation of Japan as if it were his hands and feet.”27 Satō, under the influence of the Shinto nationalism of Hirata Atsutane, whose views are discussed later in this chapter, envisioned Japan extending its divine rule over the rest of the world. “In terms of world geography,” he argued, “our Imperial Land would appear to be the axis of the other countries of the world, as indeed it is. Natural circumstances favor the launching of an expedition from our country to conquer others, whereas they are adverse to the conquest of our country by an expedition from abroad.”28 It appears that an awareness of the outside world quickly led to the rise of expansionistic nationalism.


There were a number of other rationalist critics of the existing order who contemplated various ways of strengthening the society. Kaiho Seiryō (1755–1817), for example, advocated that since commerce constituted the basis of the social order, industrial activities should be extended to all segments of the society. Shiba Kōkan recognized the superiority of Western science and favored establishing trade with Russia. He also expressed egalitarian ideas: “From the emperor, and shōgun above, to the samurai, peasants, merchants, artisans, pariahs, and beggars below[,] all are human beings.”29 Yamagata Bantō (1748–1821), a scholar who had emerged from the merchant class, also recognized the superiority of Western science and adopted a materialistic, atheistic point of view. He noted the prevalence of conflict between the ruler and the people in Japanese history and, like Shiba Kōkan, asserted that all men were equal.


The nationalists, both the Mito school and the school of National Learning, though not yet in favor of overthrowing the Bakufu, were beginning to put increasing emphasis on the importance of the imperial family. They believed in “revering the emperor and respecting the Bakufu,” and they tended to be outspokenly anti-Western. The Bakufu officials were willing to tolerate expressions of respect for the imperial family as long as these were accompanied by similar declamations about the Bakufu, but they were not willing to condone proimperial expressions that at the same time implied a criticism of the Bakufu. Followers of Yamazaki Ansai (1618–1682), syncretist of Confucianism and Shinto, were punished by the Bakufu as exponents of proimperial, anti-Bakufu sentiments. Proroyalists in the early nineteenth century were careful not to step into the danger zone.


This was true of Aizawa Seishisai (1782–1863) of Mito, one of the earliest advocates of the policy of sonnō jōi (revere the emperor and repel the barbarians). He argued in traditional fashion that obedience to one’s lord and adherence to the Bakufu’s laws signified loyalty to the emperor. In 1825 he wrote a book called New Proposals, in which he set forth his nationalistic, proroyalist opinions. This book appeared at a time when Japan’s peace was being threatened by the attempts of foreign vessels to enter its ports. In fact, it was in 1825 that the Bakufu issued an order to fire upon all foreign ships approaching Japanese shores. Aizawa’s New Proposals had a significant impact on the thinking of his contemporaries, and the volume came to be regarded as something of a Bible for the nationalistic patriots of the period.


Aizawa embraced the Shinto concepts of the divine origin of Japan and the uniqueness of the imperial family, who were descendants of the Sun Goddess. He held Japan to be “at the vertex of the earth” and the nation that sets the standard for others to follow. He elaborated upon the concept of Japan’s kokutai (national polity), a theory that combined elements from Shinto mythology, Confucian ethics, and Bushidō. It was this theory that emerged in the twentieth century as a key element in the ideology of the ultranationalists. Japan’s kokutai was unique, Aizawa asserted, because the nation was founded by the Sun Goddess and because the imperial line, which stems directly from her, has survived inviolate through the ages. Concepts of loyalty to the sovereign and filial piety were thus handed down to the Japanese people by the Sun Goddess herself.


Aizawa possessed a narrow, xenophobic point of view, as the following statement of his vividly illustrates.




Today the alien barbarians of the West, lowly organs of the legs and feet of the world, are dashing about across the sea, trampling other countries underfoot, and daring, with their squinting eyes and limping feet, to override the noble nations. What manner of arrogance is this! . . . Everything exists in its natural bodily form, and our Divine Land is situated at the top of the earth. . . . It [America] occupies the hindmost region of the earth; thus, its people are stupid and simple, and are incapable of doing things.30





As might be expected, Aizawa was highly critical of the scholars of Dutch learning. He accused them of being taken in by Western theories and of seeking to transform the civilized Japanese way of life into that of the barbarians. He was also rabidly anti-Christian, contending that Christianity’s aim was to devour the countries that it entered.


The nationalists of the Mito school, although they were sympathetic to certain Shinto concepts, were basically Confucians, and as such they sought to reconcile the concept of taigi-meibun with loyalty both to the shōgun and to the emperor. Consequently, they did not agree fully with the scholars of National Learning who were critical of Confucianism.


The central figure among the scholars of National Learning during this period was Hirata Atsutane (1776–1843), a zealous Shinto nationalist. In seeking to place National Learning above all other schools of thought, he contended that all learning, including Confucianism and Buddhism, was encompassed in Japanese learning, “just as the many rivers flow into the sea, where their waters are joined.”31 Hirata hoped to establish Shinto’s supremacy over all other doctrines, and he was almost irrational in his criticisms of Confucianism and Buddhism. He had been exposed to Western knowledge and was influenced to some extent by Christian concepts, which were entering the country through Chinese publications. For example, he equated the early Shinto gods Izanagi and Izanami with Adam and Eve, and in one of his works he quoted the New Testament as if it were a Shinto text.
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