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Preface


In this survey of Japanese history I have sought to present a general account of the developments in Japan from past to present, surveying not only political and economic matters but more especially, social, cultural, and intellectual issues. Japanese names have been presented in the traditional style, that is, surname first and given name second. The Hepburn system has been used to transcribe Japanese names and terms. In the pre-modern era it was the common practice to refer to people by their given names. For example artists and poets are referred to as Hiroshige, Utamaro, Bashō and so on.

I wish to thank my friends and colleagues at Knox College for their kind support. I also wish to express my gratitude to members of Oneworld Publications for their valuable editorial assistance and advice. I wish to thank in particular Juliet Mabey for encouraging me to undertake this project, and Rebecca Clare and Alaine Low for examining the manuscript meticulously to ensure that what I have written is clear and accurate. Needless to say whatever errors and flaws still remain are due to my own carelessness.



Introduction


Japan ranked eighth in the world in population in 1998. Over 126.4 million people are crowded into an area about as large as the state of Montana. The islands that constitute the nation are mountainous, and only slightly over thirteen percent of the land is arable. Although the country is poor in natural resources, it is the world’s second most productive industrial nation. Until the nineteenth century it was an island nation virtually isolated from the rest of the world although historically it had close cultural ties with Korea and China. Its political, social, and economic life has been molded essentially by internal factors and developments.

For historical periodization the pre- and proto-historical periods have been classified into the early Jōmon (c. 8000 B.C.E. or earlier to 250 B.C.E.) and Yayoi (c. 250 B.C.E. to 250 C.E.) periods. The former is named after the potteries with cord markings and the latter after the place where potteries belonging to this era were found. The next era is the Yamato period, c. 300–710 CE., with the political center located in the area around Kyoto, then known as Yamato. This era is followed by the Nara period (710–784) named after the capital city. For a decade the capital shifted to another city. This was followed by the establishment of the capital in Heian (present-day Kyoto), hence the Heian period (794–1185). Then the Minamoto clan established its headquarters, the shogunate, in Kamakura (1185–1333). This was followed by the era of the Ashikaga shogunate from 1338 to 1573. After a quarter-century of ascendancy by two Chieftains (Oda Nobunaga and Toyotomi Hideyoshi) national unity and hegemony was established by the Tokuagawa clan whose regime lasted from 1600 to 1867. Since then the eras have been named after the reigning Emperors: Meiji (1868–1912), Taishō (1912–1926), Shōwa (1926–1989), and the current Heisei era (1989-).

Politically, after the migration of peoples from the continent and possibly South East Asia, the story is the struggle among various tribal and clan chieftains to establish hegemony over the islands. Eventually the clan that gained ascendancy established the imperial dynasty around the late fifth and early sixth century C.E. The actual wielders of power during the ascendancy of imperial rule to the twelfth century were the court aristocrats. The Emperor remained essentially a figurehead and was put on a pedestal. But throughout history no one dared to eliminate the Emperor system and outwardly treated it with honor. In the twelfth century the court aristocracy were challenged by the increasingly important warrior class and samurai rule was established. From the late twelfth to the nineteenth century different warrior clans retained political control and exercised power by providing the commanding general, the shogun. These leaders were challenged periodically by other military chieftains but from the early seventeenth century to the mid-nineteenth century firm political control was sustained by the Tokugawa shogunate. The imperial court was allowed to remain in Kyoto as the symbolic ruler of the land. Thus until the mid-nineteenth century when the country was opened to the West there were, in essence, two political forces, the military caste and the court aristocracy. In 1868 in theory imperial authority was restored but political power continued to be wielded by different political cliques, including the military, until Japan’s defeat in the Second World War.

The economy of Japan until the nineteenth century remained essentially agrarian. Rice culture was introduced to the islands around 100 B.C.E. and the peasants struggled to eke out a living, tilling the sparse land areas, growing rice in tiny paddies in the flat land and carving out terraces on the hillsides to grow other cereals and vegetables. Tea and silkworm cultivation also became an important source of income for the villagers. Eventually arts and crafts came to flourish with the introduction of the crafts from Korea and China from the fifth century on. The land worked by the peasants provided the ruling class with its material necessities. Thus the power struggle by the clan and tribal chieftains was a struggle to control the farm land and keep the peasants working it. Local commerce prevailed but in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries trade with China was fostered. This stimulated greater commercial activities and greater external contacts, including the advent of Western traders and missionaries. With the country virtually sealed off by the Tokugawa shogunate in the seventeenth century foreign trade declined but domestic commerce flourished and numerous commercial centers emerged.

There was from the outset a hierarchy of the wielders of power and those subjected to serve them in various capacities. With the introduction of Confucian concepts in the fifth to sixth centuries the case for maintaining a hierarchical social order was strengthened. Hence the Confucian emphasis on preserving the hierarchical order between the “superior” and “inferior” persons and the maintenance of proper relationships to ensure social harmony (which meant compelling the “inferior” persons to behave in accordance with his or her station in the family and society) came to be staunchly embedded in Japanese mores. This social imperative was reinforced by the emergence of the samurai as the dominant force in the late twelfth century. They reinforced the sense of hierarchy by the edge of the sword. The Tokugawa shogunate instituted a legal class-order of samurai, peasants, artisans, and merchants (based on the Confucian hierarchy of scholars, peasants, artisans, and merchants). Outside this classification were the so-called “unclean” class, the outcastes. What this meant was the samurai caste at the top and the others below. Even after the end of Tokugawa hegemony and the advent of the modern Meiji era, class distinctions were retained with people in registries identified as shizoku (former samurai class), and commoners. The special status of the old aristocracy was preserved with their classification as kazoku (nobility). The discrimination of the outcaste group was also sustained with the classification: new commoners. After the end of the Second World War legal class distinctions were eliminated though social discrimination persisted.

This evolving sense of status distinctions came to influence the place of women in Japanese society also. There is evidence that early Japan was a matriarchal society, or at least a matrilineal society. The acceptance of the Confucian social philosophy, and the ascendancy of the samurai class resulted in a steady decline in the social standing of women. In the Tokugawa era gender discrimination came to be enforced most stringently among the samurai class but relationships between men and women among the townspeople remained less rigid.

As for the Japanese mode of thinking, the island environment produced a strong sense of ethnocentrism and ultimately nationalism. This sense of being a unique and, in essence, a superior race was fostered over time by the imperial clan and its supporters. Japanese distinctiveness and superiority came to be asserted in part as a reaction against the powerful Chinese cultural influence. This, as noted below, took the form of cultural nativism in the Heian period (794–1185), Buddhist nationalism of Nichiren in the Kamakura period, and the rise of National Learning (kokugaku) in the Tokugawa period. This nationalism burgeoned with the opening of the country to the West as it induced a movement to assert Japan’s autonomy against the onslaught of Westernism. Then it turned to militarism and imperialism against Japan’s neighbors.

Another characteristic of the Japanese mode of thinking is the sense of group identity, starting with family, clan group, community, province, and eventually the nation as a whole. But in immediate terms it was identity with the close social circle. Hence individualism in traditional Japan never developed into an acceptable mode of behavior. This practice of suppression of individual interests for the good of the group was reinforced by the advent of Confucianism with its moral code built around the family system. The emphasis on group interests led to the idealization of such values as submissiveness, obedience, self-sacrifice, responsibility, duty, and so on. At the same time the emphasis on group interests resulted in a parochial outlook with a strong sense of division between the in-group and the outsiders. This in-group versus the “other” mentality applied not just to the family versus others, but ultimately to “We, the Japanese” versus foreigners.

In the realm of cultural, religious and intellectual development the most significant force that molded traditional Japanese cultural life was Chinese culture which initially came in by way of Korea in the fourth century. Its impact became increasingly extensive. The writing system, learning, literature, philosophy, religion, arts, crafts, architecture, and so on were all either direct imports or were adapted and incorporated into Japanese life and society. As a result of Chinese cultural impetus, indigenous culture and literature began to flourish in the Heian period and after.

In religion there was the indigenous Shinto, essentially an animistic religion with a close identity with nature. Many elements in nature were seen to possess sacred spirits. Politically it came to be embraced by the imperial family to justify its right to rule as the descendant of the Sun Goddess. Thus politicized Shinto came to be the foundation for nationalism while for the masses it remained the focal point of animistic worship. With the advent of Chinese civilization came Buddhism which was embraced by the Heian court. In the Kamakura period popular sects spread the religion widely among the masses and it remained the dominant religion of the people. Artistically the Zen sect influenced Japanese aesthetic life from the Kamakura period to the present. Confucianism constituted the heart of learning and in the Tokugawa period was embraced by the shogunate as the official credo. In the modern period, together with Shinto nationalism, it formed the moral underpinning of the education system.

The other credo that came to influence the Japanese mind was the code of the warriors (bushidō) that evolved with the rise of the samurai caste in the late Heian period. The “militaristic” side of Japan emerged as the antipode to the civilian side that had been nurtured and fostered by the Heian court aristocrats who had adopted the Chinese code of propriety, decorum, moderation, composure, and so on. The samurai favored direct action and decisiveness, and the code of the warriors and its Spartan values functioned as counterpoints to the genteel ways of the court aristocrats as well as to the freer and more hedonistic ways of the townspeople that emerged in the Tokugawa era. Thus the Japanese value system, like those of other societies, evolved in a multifaceted fashion.

In the modern period, from the mid-nineteenth century, Japan was influenced extensively by Western civilization although liberal, democratic thinking did not gain popular acceptance until the post-Second World War era. But since the nineteenth century traditional culture and mode of thinking, and Westernism have been developing in a distinctive Japan character.



ONE

From Early Years to the Heian Era

Archaeologists and historians have so far failed to determine exactly where the Japanese people came from. It is assumed that various tribal groups entered the islands in different periods. Some of the early immigrants are believed to have been Tungusic people from the northeastern region of the Asian continent. It is also believed that some came from the south, from South East Asia or South China. There is general agreement that contingents of Mongoloid people entered the islands by way of Korea. Among the early inhabitants of Japan were the ancestors of the current Ainu people who are located primarily on the island of Hokkaido. The Japanese language has links to Polynesian and Altaic languages.

The early stage of the neolithic age in Japan is referred to as the Jōmon period. Until recently it was assumed that the Jōmon era started around 4500 B.C.E. and extended to about 250 B.C.E. But recent archaeological discoveries have extended the origin to about 8000 B.C.E. Archaeological finds in 1997 have led some to believe that Jōmon culture was present around 10,000 B.C.E. Formerly it was believed that Jōmon people hunted, fished, and gathered food but recent discoveries have indicated that they were also engaged in farming about six thousand years ago. Evidence of simple housing has been uncovered which reveals that they were not simply pit-dwellers. Their earthenware had a distinct style with high reliefs made with cord impressions, jōmon, hence the designation of the style and the period.

The later stage of the neolithic age in Japan is known as the Yayoi period because potteries of this time were discovered in 1884 in Yayoi in Tokyo. The Yayoi potteries were different from Jōmon potteries. Pots were wheel-made, reddish in color and less elaborately decorated. The Yayoi period is assumed to have started around 250 B.C.E. in northern Kyushu and lasted until about 250 C.E. In this period rice culture was introduced from South East Asia or China and the distinctive economic, and socio-political life based on rice culture governed Japanese life until the modern industrial age.

In the Yayoi period there were two population centers, one in northern Kyushu and the other in central Japan (the area around Kyoto known as Yamato). It is believed that Koreans, led by clan chieftains, began entering Japan with increasing frequency in the later years of the Yayoi period. With superior military weapons and, perhaps with warriors on horseback, they were able to extend their political influence into northern Kyushu and eventually to central Japan.

Traditional Japanese historians had regarded the early immigrants from Korea as aliens who had to be “Japanized”. With recent information from Korea it is now believed that the Koreans were not regarded as aliens but were seen as people similar to others who preceded them to Japan, and they melded into the population, playing an increasingly important political, cultural and economic role in early Japan. In fact many of the Emperors listed in the imperial lineage were actually Koreans. The influx of Koreans and Chinese continued down into the sixth and seventh centuries.

There are no written accounts of early Japanese history because Japan had no writing system. It was not until Chinese learning and culture was introduced on a large scale in the fifth and sixth centuries that historical accounts came to be written. The Chinese historical records provide the earliest accounts of early Japan. Reference to Japan is found in the History of the Kingdom of Wei written in 297 C.E. Next, Japan is noted in the History of the Later Han Dynasty compiled around 448 C.E. These histories indicate that Japan underwent a period of civil strife during the second century C.E. and mention a queen named Pimiku (Himeko in Japanese), a shaman who practiced magic and sorcery. It is assumed that she was one of the early political leaders but the imperial historians have not claimed that the imperial dynasty originated with her. There is no conclusive proof as to where she lived. Some contend it was northern Kyushu, others assume it was in central Japan around present-day Kyoto.

The official national history before Japan’s defeat in the Second World War asserted that the imperial dynasty was descended from the Sun Goddess, Amaterasu. The grandson of the Sun Goddess sent her grandson, Ninigi, to Japan to rule the earth. Ninigi settled in northern Kyushu and his great grandson, Jimmu, the mythical first Emperor of Japan, then left Kyushu to reign over the rest of Japan. After subduing foes along the way he settled in the Yamato area, and ascended the throne in 660 B.C.E. Historically, however, it is thought that there were a number of clans that contended for power. There is strong historical evidence that many of the clan leaders came from the Asian continent by way of Korea, and eventually the leading clan settled in the Yamato area. For this reason the period from about the third century C.E. to the early eighth century is known as the Yamato period.


THE YAMATO AND HEIAN ERAS: POLITICAL DEVELOPMENTS

The actual founder of the imperial dynasty, some historians have concluded, was Emperor Sujin who ruled in the latter part of the third century C.E. Others, however, contend that Sujin too was a mythical figure and the first historical political ruler was Emperor Ojin who is believed to have reigned around 400 C.E. Ōjin was actually a Korean from the Korean kingdom of Paekche, known as Homuda in his era. Many historians hold that only the kings or Emperors from Ōjin on were actual historical personages. In Ōjin’s time there were other clan leaders who were seeking to gain ascendancy. There is strong indication that the person who gained control of the Yamato region and managed to establish the imperial dynasty that survived to the present was Emperor Keitai of the early sixth century. Thus it is likely that there were three major houses in the Yamato period: the Sujin, the Ōjin, and the Keitai clans. The imperial dynasty that extended its control over the greater part of Japan then was most likely Keitai’s successor.1

Following Keitai the imperial clan sought to centralize authority and strengthen its political foundation. From the fourth and fifth centuries Korean and Chinese influence became extensive as cultural, intellectual, religious and political concepts reached Japan. Politically the ruling clan sought to strengthen its position by adopting Chinese political institutions and practices. The person credited with facilitating this process was Prince Shōtoku (574–622), regent to the Empress from 593 until his death. Some believe that the actual reformers were members of the Soga clan who were of Korean descent.

The Shōtoku reforms saw the promulgation of the “Constitution of Seventeen Articles” in 604. This “constitution” does not entail political or administrative provisions but embodies moral injunctions designed to strengthen the authority of the imperial family. Confucian ideals of propriety, good faith, and harmony were emphasized. From this period the Emperor came to be referred to as “kami (god) appearing as man,” that is a living god. The term tennō (heavenly prince) was adopted from China sometime in the seventh century. During the same period the term Nihon was adopted as the name for Japan. In order to foster closer contacts with China missions were sent frequently and students and monks were encouraged to go there to study.

The Shōtoku reforms resulted in the Soga clan entrenching itself in power. Led by the founder of the Fujiwara family that came to dominate the imperial court during the subsequent five centuries and more, the Soga clan remained in power until 644, and the new wielders of power introduced reforms known as Taika Reforms. The Taika Reforms (mid-seventh century) and the early eighth-century Taihō legal and administrative reforms, based on the Chinese Tang institutions, resulted in the establishment of a centralized administrative system. In the realm of local administrative reforms the country was divided into sixty-six provinces in order to offset the control of the regional clan chiefs. This did not result in their displacement, however, because many were appointed provincial governors.

In the economic realm, the Tang landholding system was adopted. Land was nationalized and landholding was to be equalized. In theory the average holding was to be two tan (one tan equals 0.245 acre) but here again exceptions were made for the imperial family and nobility. Moreover not all land was nationalized and upper level clansmen were allowed to hold special estates. These were tax free for court members and the aristocracy. These tax-free estates were known as shōen and over the years shōen holdings continued to grow. This policy of bringing the land into the public domain and instituting equal landholding was not fully implemented and was eventually abandoned, enabling local leaders to increase their holdings.

Other reforms included systematization of tax collection, the adoption of a military conscription system (which was abandoned in 792 because of its inefficiency), and the establishment of checkpoints at strategic places to restrict the movement of people such as peasants fleeing tax collectors. Another Chinese practice that was adopted was the establishment of a permanent capital at Nara in 710. Prior to this the political center was wherever the Emperor resided. Now for the first time an elaborate capital city patterned after the Tang capital of Zhang-an was constructed. In 784 the Emperor Kammu (737–806) moved the capital to Heian-kyō (Kyoto). The era known as Heian period commenced in 784.

The policy of adopting Tang administrative and legal practices in order to strengthen the imperial court resulted in the centralization of authority under the imperial government. Emperors, however, seldom exercised authority directly; they relied on the court officials to oversee the administrative affairs. Imperial regents also emerged as powerful leaders. Initially regents served during the minority of the Emperor or during the reign of an Empress but toward the end of the ninth century the regency came to be occupied by members of the Fujiwara family, descendants of a court official who helped to institute the Taika reforms. The Fujiwara members served as regents regardless of the Emperor’s age, and came to monopolize the post. They remained as top court officials even after the imperial court lost real power with the rise of the warrior class at the end of the Heian period. Their descendants emerged as key figures in the modern period.

Fujiwara family members extended their power by intermarrying with the imperial family, and by increasing their holdings of tax-free estates. The sumptuous lifestyle of the Fujiwara clan and the emergence of the Heian court as the nerve center of Japan resulted in a flourishing of cultural and intellectual life.

While the Fujiwara clan was exercising power at the center, the outlying regions were beginning to witness the rise of military chieftains who were gradually extending their control by increasing their shōen holdings. At the court Fujiwara political monopoly was beginning to be challenged by the Emperors. The first Emperor who sought to exert direct authority was Emperor Shirakawa (1053–1129) because during his reign there were no dominant Fujiwara family members. After he retired he sought to exclude the Fujiwara family from the government by acting as the guardian of his successor who was a child. This practice was continued by subsequent retired Emperors who usually entered a monastery. This political practice came to be known as “cloister government.”

By this time the Emperor system appears to have been firmly established. The Fujiwara family began to exercise power at the center by the late ninth century but they made no attempt to replace the imperial family. Instead they sought to shore up their position by intermarrying with the imperial family. This tendency to pay outward homage to the Emperor persisted even after the real power was taken over by the shoguns in the late twelfth century. The prevalence of the mythological origin of the imperial dynasty that came to be propagated from around the fifth and sixth centuries may account for this. The Kojiki (Records of Ancient Matters), whose compilation was initiated by Emperor Temmu (673–686) to enhance the position of the imperial government, reinforced the myth. It is based on oral tales, and Chinese and Korean historical accounts.

The Shinto underpining of imperial rule emphasized the religious role of the Emperor. The unity of religious and political functions is seen in the use of the word matsuri which meant performance of government duties and worship of the gods. Shinto prayers are called norito and nori means law. With the Emperor as the high priest Shinto was able to survive through centuries of shogunate rule. Also upon the entrance of Confucianism, it was utilized to underpin the imperial system. This is reflected in Prince Shōtoku’s Constitution of Seventeen Articles which emphasizes the Confucian concepts of proper conduct and stresses the ideal of the lord-subject relationship whereby “the lord is Heaven, the vassal is Earth.” And instead of using the term ō (king) in refering to the ruler the Chinese term tennō (heavenly prince) was adopted, a term that applies to the Emperor to the present. The sense of reverence and respect inculcated in the people reached to the masses and was long-lasting.

In order to curb the Fujiwara clan Emperor Shirakawa initiated the practice of bringing the emerging military forces into the capital to assist him. This was an ominous portent for the central government – a sign of power shifting to the regional forces. The Taika reform’s objective of enforcing equitable landholding was never fully implemented and land became concentrated in the hands of local magnates, Buddhist monasteries, court aristocrats, and high government officials. The estates held by them were tax-free and were also free from the jurisdiction of government officials. As a result the owners of these estates began to form their own militias to protect their estates. Many local magnates began expanding their holdings by encroaching on the areas under the jurisdiction of the provincial governors, and also by taking over the land held by weaker neighbors. By the twelfth century it was estimated that only about one-tenth of the land remained under the authority of local governors responsible to the Heian court. This process resulted in a gradual decrease in tax revenues for the government and weakening of its police and military authority.

The military conscription system introduced in the early eighth century was abandoned in 792, and the power of the local magnates began to increase. An arrangement akin to the European feudal master-follower relationship began to emerge among the local leaders. The personal bonds were based on kinship ties, and relationship between shōen chiefs, and local residents and workers. In return for loyal service the master was expected to provide the follower with land or the right to collect some form of income from the land. The peasants working the land, however, were not serfs and were not bound to the soil.

The local chiefs and their followers came to constitute a warrior band, a sword-bearing samurai class. As the more powerful chiefs began to extend their control over the local areas large regional power blocs began to emerge. By the twelfth century two major clans, the Taira and Minamoto families, came to dominate the outlying regions. They both claimed descent from Heian Emperors (again indicative of the importance of the imperial family in the people’s mind) and sought to establish close ties to the Heian political interests, especially the Fujiwara family. The Minamoto clan began to consolidate its power base in the Kantō region (the area around current Tokyo) while the Taira family began to build up its power base to the west of the Heian capital. The shift in power from the Heian court to the local clans was demonstrated by the intervention by Tairas in the struggles for power at court. In 1156 a power struggle surfaced between the reigning Emperor and the retired Emperor. The Taira leader Kiyomori (1118–81) supported the reigning Emperor and defeated the opposing faction. This resulted in the political ascendancy of Kiyomori who became chancellor and virtual dictator. Like the Fujiwaras he sought to shore up his power base by having his daughter marry the Emperor. His grandson then became heir to the throne. These developments then presaged the advent of a new political paradigm, the shift of power from the court to the military clan.


SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENTS

After the introduction of rice culture, rice production came to constitute the mainstay of Japanese agriculture. Rice paddies were constructed wherever water could be drawn in. Wooden tools were replaced with iron implements. The practice of using water buffalos to draw plows was adopted, and along the hillsides terraced plots were constructed for cereals and vegetables. Fishing in coastal regions remained an important source of subsistence. As the local Chieftains extended their control and tax-free estates became more common-place the peasants’ freedom of movement became restricted.

In arts and crafts functional, hereditary groups known as be were organized and were kept under the control of the different clans. They were similar to the hereditary guilds of the Roman Empire. Skilled artisans, such as weavers, who came from Korea and China constituted important functional groups. As the imperial family extended its authority over the clans it began to curtail clan control of the be and extended its own. But as regional warrior Chieftains extended their power the workers too came under their control.

In social practices and beliefs the old way of life prevailed. Early Japanese beliefs about life and death and one’s relationship with external forces were based on animistic concepts. Early Shinto, the indigenous religion, was basically animism. Upon death one went to the land of darkness and pollution. As a result death was viewed as being defiling. Before the advent of Buddhism in about the sixth century the dead were buried. With Buddhism the practice of cremation became common. When Emperors and great chieftains died they were entombed in huge sepulchral mounds. They were buried with various personal belongings such as swords, bronze mirrors, and armor. A large number of clay images known as haniwa were also placed around the mound.

In marital relations, polygamy was prevalent, and marriage between close relatives such as cousins, half-brothers and sisters, aunts and uncles was common. Even today marriages between cousins is accepted. Japan, as noted above, originally appears to have been a matriarchal or, at least, a matrilineal society. The mythical founding deity of the imperial clan was the Sun Goddess, and the ruler was a woman, Pimiku. Until the late-eighth century the imperial throne was frequently occupied by female members of the imperial family. This practice persisted even after the samurai class became dominant and imposed a stringent masculine orientation in society. Even in the Tokugawa period two of the occupants of the imperial throne were women.

In the Heian period husband and wife lived apart and the children remained with the mother’s family. The husband was not an immediate member of the household; he came virtually as a visitor. The head of the family was thus a woman. This situation began to change as the samurai class became the dominant political-social force. In the twelfth century husband and wife began to live together, and the patriarchal system became stronger. The Confucian philosophy reinforced the patriarchal, male-dominant character of Japanese society. This is reflected in The Tale of Genji. The author, Lady Murasaki, has the hero Prince Genji conclude: “women were creatures of sin. He wanted to be done with them.”2 Women came to be regarded as incapable of mastering the difficult Chinese writing system and were expected to rely on the simpler phonetic system (kana) that was formulated in the Heian period. However, remnants of the matriarchal practice did not disappear completely. When a family had only daughters, the oldest daughter took a husband into the family, and the latter adopted the wife’s family name. The significant role that women played in the cultural realm is seen in the many creative writers of the Heian period.


CULTURAL AND RELIGIOUS DEVELOPMENTS

In the early years before Chinese writing and learning entered Japan only the oral tradition prevailed. Some of the stories as well as the poems from the early years were presumably incorporated into the historical accounts and collection of poems that were compiled in the seventh and eighth centuries.

The general cultural and religious outlook that prevailed in the early years can be discerned in early Shinto. A Western scholar concluded that Shinto “was not advanced beyond crude polytheism; its personifications are vague and feeble; there is little of the conception of spirit; it has scarcely anything in the shape of a moral code.”3 The natural world was believed to be possessed by gods and spirits. Trees, streams, mountains, animals such as snakes and foxes were linked to gods or spirits. Many of the Shinto shrines are dedicated to the fox. The sun is viewed as being sacred because it is the Sun Goddess itself. It is said that a villager was blinded by the divine sun for having cursed her for causing a drought. Shinto emphasized cleanliness and purity. The grounds of Shinto shrines are kept pristine clean, and those entering Shinto shrines must cleanse themselves by rising their mouths and washing their hands. This emphasis on purity was linked to the moral outlook. What is good and agreeable is clean; what is unclean is bad and disagreeable. Hence the admiration for a clean mind, a clean spirit. Shinto, however, did not develop a well-formulated moral code.

Each tribe or clan (uji) had its own god (kami), a founder of the clan or a prominent ancestor. Hence in Shinto human beings can become a kami. Many historic figures and recent generals and admirals, not just Emperors, are enshrined in Shinto shrines. The war dead are enshrined in the Yasukuni Shrine in Tokyo.

The products of Chinese civilization were introduced to Japan primarily by way of Korea before the fifth century but during the fourth and fifth centuries a large number of Korean artisans and craftsmen emigrated to Japan. In addition Chinese who had fled to Korea during the turmoil that followed the fall of the Han Dynasty (206 B.C.E.–221 C.E.) entered Japan in the early fifth century. Aside from the practical knowledge they brought from China and Korea, they introduced the Chinese way of life and culture. According to the chronicles at the end of the fourth century a Korean from Paekche, Wani, brought to Japan the Confucian Analects and the Thousand Character Classics, so introducing the Chinese writing system. The Chinese writing system in fact had entered Japan before this. Its introduction was a revolutionary cultural event. Henceforth records were kept, chronicles were compiled, literary works were produced, and Chinese learning was accessed and studied.

Confucian moral concepts were adopted and Confucian virtues such as benevolence, justice, propriety, knowledge, and good faith, and the importance of maintaining proper hierarchical relations were emphasized by the ruling class that endeavored to keep those below them in their place. Access to historical accounts and stories from China and Korea helped the Japanese to develop their own literary and cultural tradition.

Among the written accounts forged by the ruling cliques to justify and fortify their political standing were the Kojiki (Records of Ancient Matters) and the Nihongi (Chronicles of Japan), completed in 712 and 720. These were claimed to be records of tales and legends passed down orally from the founding days of Japan. The legendary accounts of the Kojiki are presented as actual historical records regarding the creation of the Japanese islands by the founding deities, and the life of the Sun Goddess. The Nihongi focuses more on history proper. The orthodox national historians have presented the accounts as factual truth. The history, however, was compiled under the direction of Emperor Temmu (reigned 673–686) in order to justify and glorify his dynastic lineage. Both histories incorporated materials from Chinese and Korean sources. Korean historians have pointed out that many of the legendary tales are similar to those found in early Korean tales. These histories became sacred accounts used to assert the divinity and sanctity of the imperial dynasty, especially after it regained its political authority in 1868.

The other significant cultural import from Korea and China was the introduction of Buddhism during the mid-sixth century. In fact it may be that the religion reached Japan earlier as immigrants from Korea and China entered the country. But the official version holds that it was introduced in 538 with the presentation of Buddhist images and scriptures by the king of Paekche. Buddhism’s acceptance, it is believed, was facilitated by the beautiful artifacts that accompanied the religion.

In the Heian period more serious study of Buddhism was pursued. The branch of Buddhism that had flourished in China, Korea, and Japan was Mahayana Buddhism. This held that salvation is to be achieved by faith in merciful Buddhist deities, the bodhisattvas. The other branch, Theravada Buddhism, taught that nirvana, the state of bliss, is to be attained by self-knowledge and self-mastery. The latter spread into South East Asia while the former entered China, Korea, and then Japan. The two major sects that emerged in the Heian period were the Tendai (Heavenly Platform) and Shingon (True Word) sects. The former based its teaching on the Lotus Sutra which teaches the unity or oneness of all. The founder of the Shingon sect in Japan was Kūkai (774–835) who had studied in China. This sect emphasized esoteric rituals, chants and prayers. Although it cannot be verified with certainty, Kūkai has been credited with inventing the phonetic system to transcribe Japanese.

During the Heian period Buddhism did not spread widely among the people and it remained a doctrine and practice engaged in largely by the upper classes. An attempt to syncretize Buddhism and Shinto emerged. All deities including Shinto gods, it was held, were manifestations of the primordial Buddha. This school was known as Dual Shinto. In a way this is in tune with the nonexclusive attitude that has characterized Japanese mores. One can believe in Shinto, Buddhism or any other religion at the same time.


LITERATURE AND POETRY

In literature and poetry, the first major creative work was the anthology of poems, the Man’yōshū (Collection of ten thousand poems) compiled in the eighth century. It consists of over four thousand long and short poems from the period before writing was introduced as well as those composed from the fifth century to about 760. The composers include nameless peasants, court aristocrats, and Emperors. The poems not only have literary merit but they reflect the moral and intellectual values of early Japan. Critics see in the poems expressions of natural human sentiments that prevailed before the Confucian ideals of propriety and restraint became influential. Sentiments of love of wife and family which later came to be regarded as “unmanly” were freely expressed. For example, “My wife and I are one in heart/However long we are side by side/She is charming all the more/Though face to face we sit/She my cherished love, is ever fresh as a new flower.”4

A literary work that ranks among the classics in world literature is The Tale of Genji written by Murasaki Shikibu (978–1016), a lady-in-waiting to the Empress. The setting is the Heian court. Prince Genji and his love life is the story line but what makes this a remarkable classic is the overall aesthetic effect created by the author’s graceful poetic style. It is more a work of poetry than prose. The mood that permeates the entire novel is the sense of pathos, mono-no-aware. Genji says “Nothing in this world is permanent. Life is uncertain for all of us.”5

Murasaki Shikibu was writing at a time and place when form, appearance, and decorum were stressed. How one was perceived by others became an obsessive concern. This excessive sensitivity to appearance and form seemingly became a part of the Japanese national character. The Heian court circle was also a highly status-conscious, snobbish society. The common people, ignorant of the delicate rules of decorum, were looked down upon. The emphasis on politeness and refinement came to characterize the language. Proper use of polite and honorific terms became embedded in the language. Sei Shōnagon, another accomplished literary stylist of this period wrote in The Pillow Book: “It is particularly unpleasant to hear some foolish man or woman omit the proper marks of respect when addressing a person of quality.”6

With the introduction of Chinese culture, Chinese poetry and literature was perused and poetry in Chinese style was composed. But by the ninth century a move to free Japanese culture from excessive reliance on Chinese literature began to develop, and the waka (literally Japanese songs), a thirty-one syllable Japanese poem, came to be composed. In the tenth century an anthology of eleven hundred waka, Kokinshū (Collection of Ancient and Modern Poems) was compiled. One of the editors wrote: “The poetry of Japan has its roots in the human heart and flourishes in the countless leaves of words.”7 For example, a twelfth-century poet mused: “In a tree standing, Beside a desolate field, The voice of a dove, Calling to its companions – Lonely, terrible evening.”8


ART AND ARCHITECTURE

During the early years of the Yamato era the distinctive architectural style seen in Shinto shrines evolved. They were boxlike structures built in plain, unadorned style to fit in with the natural surroundings. The prototypical Shinto shrines are the Ise shrines in central Japan. The Inner Shrine is dedicated to the Sun Goddess and the Outer Shrine to the goddess of agriculture and sericulture.

With the advent of Chinese civilization Buddhist temples and monasteries came to be built throughout the land. One of the most renowned Buddhist structures is the monastery of Hōryūji in Nara. Originally built in 607 it was destroyed by fire and rebuilt at the end of the century. The five-storied pagoda and the Golden Hall stand out in the compound. The structures reflect a sense of balance, order, and cohesion. The Tōdaiji in Nara built in the same century houses a great bronze Buddha over fifty feet tall. The move to build Buddhist monasteries in all the provinces commenced in the Yamato period and continued into the Heian years. The ground-plans tended to become more asymmetrical since the buildings were designed to fit in with the lay of the land. The temples and monasteries were adorned with frescoes and statues. Thus the adoption of Buddhism with its accompanying art and architecture enhanced the artistic creativity of the Japanese society. In dwellings also distinctive structures came to be constructed with raised wooden floors, unpainted pillars, removable panels, sliding doors, and screens to partition rooms.

The emergence of a distinctive Japanese painting style, known as Yamato-e, flourished in the Heian period. Initially Buddhist subjects tended to predominate but soon Japanese scenes and tales came to be portrayed. The subjects were outlined with thin lines and filled with bright colors. Sliding door panels, screens and horizontal narrative scrolls (e-makimono) were painted in the Yamato-e style.

Also an art learned from the Chinese masters, calligraphy, that is, brush-writing, gained eminence as a graceful aesthetic pursuit.



TWO

The Age of Samurai Ascendancy, 1185–1600


POLITICAL DEVELOPMENTS

After Taira Kiyomori gained political control at the capital he sought to preserve his position by stifling any opposition. The stringency of Taira control led people to say “If one is not a Taira, one is not a human being.” But opposition was brewing in the eastern Kantō region led by the Minamoto clan headed by Yoritomo (1147–99). Yoritomo began his uprising in 1180. About the same time severe famines occurred (1181–82) causing thousands to starve to death. A contemporary account related that, “Beggars swarmed by the roadsides and our ears were filled with the sound of their lamentations ... Everybody was dying of hunger.”1 This state of affairs coincided with Kiyomori’s death, which weakened Taira’s political standing. Yoritomo was able to take advantage of this situation and defeat the Taira forces. He executed all members of the Taira family, even little children. Ironically as a child himself he had been saved from execution by Kiyomori by the intercession of Kiyomori’s stepmother. Thus in 1185 Yoritomo gained political ascendancy. In order not to be influenced by the flaccid lifestyle of the Heian court Yoritomo decided to establish his headquarters in Kamakura, his original power base. Then he set about consolidating his control over the land. When samurai warriors engaged in combat the leader usually directed the campaign from a tent. The tent headquarters were referred to as bakufu. Thus the political and military headquarter established by Yoritomo as well as all the military controlled government that followed until 1867 was identified as bakufu. In 1192 Yoritomo was appointed seitaishōgun, generalissimo. In this way he and his successors ruled the land as shōgun.

The warrior control established by Yoritomo and sustained by his wife’s family, the Hōjō clan, lasted until 1333. The period from 1185 to 1333 is referred to as the Kamakura period. The power then shifted to the Ashikaga clan a member of which occupied the shōgun’s position from 1338 to 1573. In reality from the mid-fifteenth century the regional warlords contended for power and the country entered a state of civil strife, that is, a period of “warring states.” Even though centralized control was re-established by two warlords, Oda Nobunaga and Toyotomi Hideyoshi, for the last quarter of that century, it was not until Tokugawa Ieyasu gained control in the early seventeenth century that the country entered a period of stability and order which lasted until 1867.

The imposition of samurai rule changed the social and cultural complexion of the country drastically from the ostensibly refined, cultural life of the Heian society. It was not just a change in political order. The cultural, moral and intellectual core of Japanese life came to be permeated deeply with samurai mores. The two contrasting faces of Japan, the Heian elitist gentility, and the tough-minded samurai mode came to characterize the lifestyle of Japan.

Although he became the de facto wielder of power Yoritomo retained the imperial system. Ostensibly he was serving as military chief or shōgun, on behalf of the Emperor. He obtained imperial sanctions for his policies and was appointed as supreme constable and supreme land steward of the sixty-six provinces. In the former capacity he held military and police power over the land, and in the latter capacity he had the right to collect taxes on public domains. He also appointed provincial constables and land stewards. In the Kantō region where he retained direct control he appointed provincial governors. He also owned a large number of shōen throughout the country, having confiscated the former Taira shōen. The bulk of the shōen were still held by the imperial court, the court nobles, monasteries, and some local magnates. Thus a pattern of divided authority prevailed in the provinces.

In effect a dual government of sorts prevailed with the pattern of control differing from area to area. The Kamakura system cannot be defined simply as feudalism because it was not like the European feudal system. However, a personal master-vassal or lord-follower relationship characterized the relationship between the samurai chiefs and their followers. It was not bound, however, by the lord granting fiefs to the vassals. The practice of granting what in essence were fiefs emerged later but, just as in Europe, the practice was not uniform. Initially when the lord-follower relationship developed it was based on kinship ties. As the lord expanded his power base non-family members joined the circle. The relationship was formalized by a ritual with the follower presenting a name plate to the lord. In return for the vassal’s services the lord granted him the right to collect taxes or rents from the land or a piece of land (not a fief with political rights over the land). For convenience the term feudal will be used but it should be understood that it does not signify a European-type system.

Minamoto rule did not prevail very long because after Yoritomo’s death his wife Masako’s family, the Hōjō clan, exercised power as regent to figurehead shōguns. When the Minamoto family control was being replaced by the Hōjō clan, ex-Emperor Gotoba sought to reassert imperial supremacy and called for the support of military chiefs and constables in the Kyoto area and rallied in all about ten thousand warriors in 1221. Masako led a large samurai contingent and swiftly crushed the imperial forces. This enabled the Hōjō leaders to strengthen the Kamakura bakufu’s position against the imperial court and also to take control of the rebels’ shōen.

The Gotoba move was not a major threat to Hōjō rule. The big threat came from abroad with the Mongols’ attempt to invade Japan. Relations established with China under the Sung Dynasty (960–1279) continued during the Heian era. Taira Kiyomori fostered trade with China, and this policy was continued in the Kamakura period. Sung influence was seen in painting, literature, and in Zen (Chan) Buddhism. This amicable relation was interrupted with the Mongol conquest of China in 1260. In 1274 Kublai Khan sought to invade Japan but the Mongol fleet was destroyed by a typhoon, the so-called kamikaze. The second attack in 1281 resulted in the landing of Mongol troops in northern Kyushu but the Japanese forces were able to drive them out.

Even though the Mongol invasion failed, the defensive efforts strained the Kamakura government’s financial resources. Furthermore the warriors who rallied to defend the land expected some sort of remuneration but the Bakufu did not have the means to reward them since there were no fruits of victory to share. This resulted in a growing disaffection with the Hōjō leadership. The rise of a money economy, stimulated in part by the importation of Sung coins, also increased the financial strain on the samurai who began to fall into debt. The Bakufu sought to ease their plight by issuing an edict cancelling all debts but this did not solve the basic economic problems. As the Bakufu was weakened by financial strain and the growing samurai discontent, local leaders such as provincial constables, land stewards, shōen owners, and Bakufu vassals began to contend for land and power. The power disruptions resulted in the rise of brigands and thieves who began the pillage of the countryside.

Perceiving the growing discontent toward the Bakufu, the imperial court moved to regain political control. In 1331 Emperor Godaigo (1288–1339) staged a rising against the Bakufu with the support of military chiefs around Kyoto and western Japan. Initially the insurgency seemed to be a failure but one key leader, Ashikaga Takauji (1305–58) decided to defect to the imperial side and he helped to topple the Hōjō government. Thus imperial rule was restored briefly in 1333 but it lasted only until 1336.
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“No scholar has done more than Mikiso Hane to enable
Westerners to understand what Japan's modern history
has really meant to the Japanese people”
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