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PREFACE

My entry into the field of Japanese history was fortuitous. As
an undergraduate at Princeton I had decided on a career in
Reformation and Renaissance history, but World War II and the
military duty I began in 1943 changed that. An army language
program, followed by service in Okinawa and Japan, brought
experiences and interests that proved compelling. The army
program was directed by a pioneer in the study of Japan, Serge
Elisséeff, who was himself a chapter in the West’s encounter
with Japan. Son of a wealthy Russian merchant, he had studied
at Tokyo Imperial University in the last years of the Meiji period
majoring in Japanese literature, the first non-Japanese to do so,
and became a member of the student group that met with the
great novelist Natsume Soseki. Returning to Moscow, he nar-
rowly survived the Bolshevik Revolution and made his way to
Paris before coming to head the Harvard-Yenching Institute in
1935. He was a splendid teacher, with a personal anecdote to
underscore the usage of almost any word or term.

I was astonished by a language so different from those I
knew, and to acquire it was almost like learning to think a sec-
ond time. There were gradations of status so clearly established
that they seemed terraces of courtesy, and all transcribed in a
nonalphabetic script. Long before the course was completed I
had decided to return for more systematic study once the war
was over.

Acquaintance with Japanese society confirmed me in that
resolution. On Okinawa I found a gentle, warm, and forgiving
people, stripped of everything except their dignity, dazed and
surprised to find themselves alive after the carnage of a battle
that had reduced their numbers by one-quarter. They seemed
courteous, deferential, and quietly skeptical of all authority. In
the Japan to which I was soon transferred shadowy figures
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moved along darkened streets in the rubble of the cities, far more fearful, and
far less open, than the Okinawans had seemed.

There followed an assignment to join a small detachment in the magnifi-
cent mountains of Hakone, among villages to which Japanese authorities had
sent the “friendly” European community for shelter when the cities were set
ablaze by fire raids. The little unit to which I found myself attached had as
its mission the investigation of the master spy Richard Sorge, whose story the
Intelligence Section of General Headquarters wanted clarified as an object
lesson in the dangers of Communist subversion. Sorge, a German of Russian
birth, combined brilliance with extraordinary recklessness. As columnist for
the Frankfurter Zeitung he had secured access to the military men who headed
the Nazi embassy in Tokyo, mixed easily with Japanese social scientists, many
of them Marxist, who staffed a research institute established by Prince Konoe,
three times prime minister, and then transmitted to Moscow reel after reel
of secret documents which indicated that Japan would strike south and not
north against the Russians. Our office contained the relevant files from the
German embassy, and former ambassador general Eugen Ott, who had lost
his post when Sorge was unmasked, lived nearby; his successor, Heinrich
Stahmer, lived upstairs in the hotel in which we had our office. So too the
German embassy’s military attaché, who described for us his astonishment,
on walking his dog in Hibiya Park one December morning, at hearing that
the Japanese navy had attacked Pearl Harbor and war had broken out with
the United States. It would be difficult to imagine a better introduction to
contemporary East Asian history.

That same good fortune continued during my years of graduate training
in Chinese and Japanese studies at Harvard after the war. Some of our num-
ber, most of them with prewar experience of East Asia, were following plans
they had had to defer because of military service during the war, but the great
majority of us were wartime converts, eager to place what we had learned and
experienced in a larger and longer historical context. Edwin Reischauer, newly
returned as professor from service in Washington and little more than a de-
cade senior to most of us, was the coach and leader of the team, and his
vitality and energy balanced Professor Elisséeft’s quiet astonishment at this
sudden influx of enthusiastic students. There was an air of excitement and
discovery about our work; the world we were studying seemed newly opened,
and its paths were still uncharted.

My first research topic was chosen almost as accidentally as my entrance
into Japanese studies. I needed a topic that could be researched in Japanese
sources for John Fairbank’s seminar in Chinese history, and out of that came
a concern with Sino-Japanese cultural and political contacts that never left
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me and is reflected in the chapters that follow. The Japanese and Sun Yat-sen
(Harvard University Press, 1954) traced friendships that developed between
Chinese and Japanese in shared distress at the rise of Western imperialism
in the last decades of the nineteenth century, and closer study of Japanese
participants in those events opened windows on the aspirations of a genera-
tion of young Japanese whose identities had been shaken to the core by the
tidal wave of foreign culture they encountered. Miyazaki Toten and Chiba
Takusaburo, two young men who figure in this narrative, exemplify that shock
and cultural confusion.

For most of that generation a desperate drive to shelter what was central
led to concentration on the construction of a modern state. Sun Yat-sen and
other Chinese exiles in Japan sometimes styled themselves after the state build-
ers of Meiji Japan, while the young Miyazaki and Chiba looked for ways to
broaden the mandate their predecessors had worked out. To better under-
stand this T turned next to the study of the thought and political world of
pre-Meiji activists, and tried to locate my subject in the political and intellec-
tual ferment whose echoes still moved Meiji-era Japanese like Miyazaki as well
as their Chinese friends. For this a young enthusiast whose political growth
was mirrored in letters to the family he had left behind, and whose early death
at the hands of assassins, on the very eve of the Tokugawa fall, removed the
possibility of distraction by a later career, proved a happy choice. Sakamoto
Ryoma and the Meiji Restoration (Princeton University Press, 1961) also im-
mersed me in problems of local history in late and post-feudal institutions
in Tokugawa Japan, and these in turn traced their origin to the founding of
the shogunate in 1600.

That sweep of Japanese history, from 1600 to the present, has been the subject
of my teaching and research in the decades that have followed, and it is the
field I have taken as my problem in this book. It would have been an easier
task fifty years ago, when I began my career at the University of Washington.
It is difficult today to imagine a field in which there were almost no books,
few articles, and not very many ideas. The study of Japanese history has grown
exponentially in this half century, and the flood of publications and variety
of topics have forced students to specialize in ways that my generation could
not. We were less learned, no doubt, but perhaps also more fortunate, for
every topic lay ready to hand and needed to be examined. Concepts like feu-
dalism, militarism, modernization, statism, civil society, and social history
have changed the landscape, each leaving awareness of new problems and
possibilities in its wake.

My generation of historians of Japan has also benefited immeasurably
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from the accessibility and cooperation of scholars in Japan. In my case, a year
spent as executive associate at the International House of Japan in Tokyo
during 1960-61 led to friendships that have deepened over the years. It has
been quite different for our counterparts in Chinese history; however great
the contributions of expatriate Chinese scholars and institutions on the edges
of China itself, universities in the People’s Republic were beyond reach, per-
sonally and intellectually, for the greater part of the last half century. In con-
trast the flow of visiting scholars from Japan, and their receptivity to col-
leagues, students, and publications on this side of the Pacific, created a
universe of shared discovery that has been central to all our work. Visiting
scholars became partners in projects by the 1950s; they were taking part in
multinational and binational research conferences by the 1960s, joined com-
mittees to plan research programs in the 1970s, and took part in editorial
boards and manuscript preparation for projects like the Cambridge History of
Japan in the 1980s and 1990s. They translated and discussed our work and
visited major institutions to expound their own ideas. In the last decades the
support of the Japan Foundation and, most recently, the International Re-
search Center for Japan Studies have made the study of Japanese society and
culture even more of a binational effort.

The other major change has come with the emergence of a generation of
specialists who encountered Japanese history and society as standard fare
within established college and university curricula, and did not have to wait
for international crises or governmental directives to draw them into the study
of Japanese. Students educate one another, with the help, or sometimes in
spite of, the efforts of their teachers. The greatest pleasure of my pursuit of
Japanese history has been the companionship and stimulation of undergradu-
ate and graduate participants in that effort at Princeton since 1959. Not a few
will find their work cited in the notes and suggestions for further reading
provided here, and it is to them that this book is dedicated.
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NOTE ON NAMES
AND ROMANIZATION

In Japan, as in China and Korea, the family name precedes the
given, and this order has been followed throughout the text.
Japanese authors whose works appear in translation or who
publish in English sometimes prefer to use the Western se-
quence with family names last, however, and where this is the
case citations in the notes follow the original. There are other
pitfalls. Japanese are sometimes better known by their pen
names or, more inconvenient still, by alternate readings of the
Chinese characters with which their first name is written. Where
this is the case the text and the index indicate the alternate
possibility in parentheses. Japanese romanization follows Ken-
kyiisha’s New Japanese-English Dictionary, 4th ed. (1974), a mod-
ification of the system worked out by the pioneer missionary
James Hepburn, a Princeton graduate of 1832. Macrons to indi-
cate long vowels in names have been used except in reference
to well-known terms and places like shogun and Tokyo. For
readings of names and for dates, I have followed Kadokawa Ni-
honshi jiten, 2d ed. (Tokyo: Kadokawa, 1976). For Chinese I have
retained the Wade-Giles system, except for familiar place names
like Peking, but that too, in deference to current usage, becomes
Beijing after 1949.
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SEKIGAHARA

1

In 1610 Ieyasu, the founder of the Tokugawa shogunate, gave
his adopted daughter a pair of eight-fold screens as part of her
dowry before sending her off to be the bride of Tsugaru Nobu-
hira. The screens depict the battle of Sekigahara, which took
place in the ninth month of 1600, and established the political
foundation for two and a half centuries of Tokugawa rule. They
are in the style of the court school of Tosa painters, richly de-
tailed and splendidly colored, painted on thin sheets of ham-
mered gold that set off the epic deeds that they record. The
narrative moves from right to left, as in a page of written Japa-
nese, and begins with the arrival of the competing hosts the day
before the battle. The village of Sekigahara is set in a narrow
valley between the mountains of Mino Province. The rice har-
vest has been gathered; fall was a favorite time for the military
commanders of the day, as they could seize the peasants’ pro-
duce after the harvest and avoid the work of transporting moun-
tains of supplies. At the top the army of Ieyasu is shown joining
the battle line; the future shogun himself is splendidly mounted
and surrounded by his guard. Lower on those panels is the castle
of Ogaki, which served as headquarters for the coalition of feu-
dal chiefs, the daimyo, drawn up to oppose leyasu. Everywhere
throughout the sixteen panels there are formations of soldiers,
arranged below the tall cloth banners that announce their for-
mation and lord. The men throng to the scenes of struggle, and
break in defeat and flight. The samurai, resplendent in their
armor, are on horseback; larger groups of foot soldiers armed
with lances and swords surround and follow them. By the time
the scene shifts to the sixteenth and final screen the army at the
lower part of the screen is in flight, and from the surrounding
hills men equipped with firearms are adding to the carnage by
picking them off. Soon the heads of those who have fallen will
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be stacked in orderly piles to make possible a count of enemy dead. For the
losing side modern estimates range from four thousand to twice that number;
in any case an awesome harvest of the defeated host will be executed a few
days later, and their gibbeted heads displayed in the nearby city.

The number of fighting men arrayed against each other was formidable.
There were probably over 100,000 on each side, although the nature of the
terrain meant that about half that many, perhaps 110,000, were actually com-
mitted to the battle. Sekigahara came as the climax to almost a century of
intermittent warfare during which commanders had gained experience in
moving large numbers of troops. The night before the battle not even a driving
rain kept the hosts from assembling and taking up their positions, and on
the morning hostilities broke out a dense fog brought units into contact before the
word to attack had been given. Battle management was difficult because there
were divisions sent by feudal lords from all parts of the country on both sides.
From one such, the detachment of 3,000 men contributed by Date Masamune,
daimyo of the northeastern domain of Sendai, one can get some idea of the
proportions of weaponry in use. Date had 420 horsemen, 200 archers, 850 men
carrying long spears, and 1,200 armed with matchlock firearms. Many also carried
swords, the samurai two, one long and the other short, but the other weapons
were the ones that counted more.

1. The Sengoku Background

Tokugawa rule was to be praised as the “great peace,” and to understand how
grateful writers in early modern Japan were for the more than two centuries
without conflict—a period during which China was overrun by the Manchus,
India by the Moguls, and Europe was engulfed in a series of wars that culmi-
nated in the rise and fall of the Napoleonic empire—it is necessary to explain
what had gone before. Tokugawa rule was not Japan’s first experience of unity
and order. In the seventh and eighth centuries the introduction of institutions
of central government modeled on those of China had also been followed by
several centuries of peace broken only by border conflict to the north. The
early government had purchased Chinese-style centralization for its heartland
at the price of continued dominance for regional leaders at the periphery,
however, and by the tenth century a movement of privatization had begun
to replace the institutions of central rule. Grants of tax-free land to court
favorites and to temples restricted the fiscal base of central government, and
additional offices for the maintenance of order and land registration began
to usurp the functions that had been set aside for the institutions of the impe-
rial state. By the twelfth century power struggles between local grandees were
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affecting life in the capital. At the center the great Fujiwara clan, subdivided
into several houses, reached into the court through marriage alliances and
patronage, and so dominated life that emperors began to seek early abdication
in order to be able to arrange their own lives and manage their own estates.
The court itself was becoming more a private than a governmental institution,
though its members continued to function as the most important of the lin-
eages with which it was connected. Great Buddhist temples too served as cen-
ters of a network of subsidiaries with landed interests throughout the country.
Ambitious men developed personal followings in the course of accumulating
and managing private estates and managing the diminished part of the once
universal public realm that remained. They began to arrange themselves in
leagues that claimed and sometimes had lineage connections, and as their
power grew the aristocrats at court tried also to utilize them for their needs.
In the twelfth century a series of wars among these aristocratic warriors—
few in number, fiercely proud of their heritage, and splendidly accoutered
and horsed—ended with victory for the Minamoto clan, which installed itself
in headquarters at Kamakura on the Sagami Bay in eastern Japan. The office of
shogun, theretofore a temporary commission used in pacification campaigns
against the Ainu to the north, now became a permanent and hereditary title
used to designate the head of warrior houses. Japan entered a period of warrior
rule from which it did not emerge until the fall of the Tokugawa in 1868.
That period was nevertheless one of constant development and change.
The first line of Minamoto shoguns—from whom the Tokugawa were to
claim descent, albeit on dubious grounds—established a line of military au-
thority that supplemented, and in time overshadowed, that of the imperial
court. It forced from the court permission to appoint stewards to private es-
tates throughout the land, and constables or military governors in the prov-
inces to serve as officials of the new system of justice that was established.
Although the Minamoto line itself soon ended, a line of regents, hereditary
in the Ho6jo family, carried on its functions. At the imperial capital the wishes
of emperors, who frequently abdicated to exercise greater influence from mo-
nastic establishments, counted for much less. An attempt by a retired emperor
to challenge Kamakura dominance was quickly snuffed out and led to more
forceful measures by the Kamakura leaders. Shadow shoguns dealt with
shadow emperors, and Kamakura institutions remained an overlay on those
of the court. Gradually provincial and local interests came to count for more.
The tenuous balance was brought to an end by the great invasions launched
by the Mongol overlords of China in 1274 and 1281. Japan emerged from this
crisis with its sovereignty intact, but its leaders had conquered no new lands
with which they could reward their men. By 1333 a discontented emperor was
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able to rally enough discontented warriors to bring the Kamakura shogunate
to its final crisis.

The second shogunal line, that of the Ashikaga, chose to establish its head-
quarters in the imperial capital of Kyoto. The title of shogun was now formally
linked with the designation of leader of the military houses (buke no torys),
but in fact he experienced increasing difficulty asserting his primacy over the
provincial warrior administrators. The discontent the emperor had exploited
to bring on the crisis of 1333 extended throughout that century. At a time
when rival papacies at Avignon and Rome vied for authority in the West,
competing military houses in Japan maintained rival imperial lines. Three-
quarters of a century of warfare were brought to an end only by a compromise
under which the two lines alternated in office. Meanwhile the power of the
imperial house continued to diminish. Although the Ashikaga shogun’s writ
did not run far beyond the heartland of classical Japan, within it his preten-
sions grew until the shogun Ashikaga Yoshimitsu styled himself “King of Ja-
pan” when he engaged in foreign policy with the Ming emperors of China.

Yoshimitsu (1358—1408) was passionately eager to show himself a cultured
aesthete capable of dealing with continental culture, and he was assiduous in
collecting evidence of that cultivation in the form of paintings and ceramics.
He had hundreds, perhaps thousands, of contemporaries who were no less
eager, and much less restrained, in taking what they wanted. The fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries were conspicuous for the appearance of piracy that
preyed on the settled civilizations of Korea and China. The wako, as the raiders
were called, were based for the most part on islands off the coast of the Japa-
nese island of Kyushu. The weakness of central power and public order, and
the high degree of commercial and military vigor that Japan’s warrior society
began to generate, made Kyushu and its environs a perfect base from which
Japanese buccaneers, Chinese expatriates, and Korean renegades could be-
come a scourge for Japan’s neighbors. After the Koreans made adjustments
that permitted a limited amount of trade for them at authorized ports, the
brigands turned to Ming China, which brooked no compromise. In periods
of relative strength, like that under Yoshimitsu, the Ashikaga shogunate was
able to restrain the pirates, but after his death in 1408 the tide ran stronger
than before. Within Japan political order disintegrated almost totally after a
shogunal succession dispute in 1467 split the warrior leaders and led to the
War of the Onin era. With Ming prohibitions on all trade the inhabitants of
China’s coastal provinces were often willing to encourage “secret” trade that
could easily degenerate into pirate raids, and in the mid-sixteenth century the
situation reached crisis proportions. Flotillas of wako ships carrying as many
as several thousand armed men raided Chinese coastal areas for food supplies
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and anything else of value, in one case sweeping up to the very gates of Nan-
king. As in Elizabethan England, trade and piracy went hand in hand, but
without the central authority and reward that London could contribute.

The Onin War began a long conflagration that effectively ended Ashikaga
influence and rule. Japanese familiar with Chinese history referred to the era
as “Sengoku,” the Age of Warring States that had preceded the establishment
of China’s unitary empire. If the influence of the shogun was at a low ebb,
so was that of the imperial court. In 1500 a new emperor, Go-Kashiwabara,
had to wait twenty years for formal enthronement because funds were lacking.
Not one of the Ashikaga shoguns of the sixteenth century served out his term
without being driven from Kyoto at least once, and the only one to die in his
capital was murdered there.! Real power was beginning to lie with regional
commanders, who were consolidating their holdings and followers while their
betters fought themselves to a standstill at the center.

After the Ming rulers banned Japanese ships from their shores, trade for
Chinese goods continued through the network of trading stations that was
being developed by Chinese merchants throughout Southeast Asia. It was into
this network that European traders and pirates, first Portuguese and then
Spanish, English, and Dutch, worked their way from their bases in Macao,
Manila, Indonesia, and India in the sixteenth century. The wave of Chinese
commerce carried them to Japan. The Chinese privateer Wang Chih had based
himself there, and the conqueror of Taiwan and chief problem for Manchu
rulers (as well as for Dutch competitors), Cheng Ch’eng-kung (whom the
Europeans and Japanese would refer to as Koxinga), was born on Kyushu of
a Japanese mother and a Chinese father.

In 1543 two or three Portuguese traders arrived on board a Chinese junk
at the island of Tanegashima, south of Kyushu. The island was, in the words
of one authority, a “prolific breeding ground of pirates”;’ today it is the site
of Japan’s principal rocket station. The Portuguese were carried to Japan “in
the backwash of the wako tide,” but they inaugurated a century of Iberian
contact that included missionaries from the Society of Jesus, which had been
formed a few years earlier; its disciplined, courageous, and often brilliant
members were to play a remarkable role in Japan for the next half century.
One of the most notorious wako captains acted as their first interpreter, and
St. Francis Xavier himself arrived from Malacca on board a pirate ship in
1549. As will be noted below, the missionaries’ courage and devotion were
phenomenal; by the time Japan’s rulers turned against Christianity, expelling
its missionaries and persecuting their converts, thousands had embraced the
new faith. Konishi Yukinaga, a Kyushu daimyo who was on the losing side
at Sekigahara, refused his followers’ entreaty to commit suicide and chose the
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humiliation of surrender and public execution rather than violate his Chris-
tian scruples against self-destruction.

Yet the most immediate product of the first contact with the West was
the introduction of firearms. The harquebus impressed the Japanese immedi-
ately, and the “Tanegashima iron rod,” as it became known from the place
of its introduction, was speedily copied, improved, and produced in such
numbers that, as the screen illustrations of the battle of Sekigahara show, it
transformed warfare and became the instrument of the unification of Japan.

The Teppo-ki (The story of the gun) that was compiled for Hisatoki, lord
of Tanegashima, gives this description of the islanders’ effort to square the
new weapon with inherited philosophical ideas by describing how a Buddhist
monk told about the encounter.

In their hands [the strangers] carried something two or three feet long,
straight on the outside with a passage inside, and made of a heavy sub-
stance. The inner passage runs through it although it is closed at the end.
At its side there is an aperture which is the passageway for fire. Its shape
defied comparison with anything I know. To use it, fill it with powder and
small lead pellets. Set up a small white target on a bank. Grip the object
in your hand, compose your body, and closing one eye, apply fire to the
aperture. Then the pellet hits the target squarely. The explosion is like
lightning and the report like thunder. Bystanders must cover their ears . . .

Lord Tokitaka saw it and thought it was the wonder of wonders. He
did not know its name at first, or the details of its use. Then someone
called it “iron-arms” although it was not known whether the Chinese called
it so, or whether it was so called only on our island. Thus, one day, Toki-
taka spoke to the two alien leaders through an interpreter: “Incapable
though I am, I should like to learn about it.” Thereupon, the chiefs an-
swered, also through an interpreter: “If you wish to learn about it, we shall
teach you its mysteries.” Tokitaka then asked, “What is its secret?” The
chiefs replied: “The secret is to put your mind aright and close one eye.”
Tokitaka said: “The ancient sages have often taught how to set one’s mind
aright, and I have learned something of it. If the mind is not set aright,
there will be no logic for what we say or do. Thus, I understand what you
say about setting our minds aright. However, will it not impair our vision
for objects at a distance if we close one eye? Why should we close an eye?”
To which the chiefs replied: “That is because concentration is important
in everything. When one concentrates, a broad vision is not necessary.
To close an eye is not to dim one’s eyesight but rather to project one’s
concentration further. You should know this.” Delighted, Lord Tokitaka
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said: “That corresponds to what Lao Tzu has said, ‘Good sight means
seeing what is very small’” . . .

It is more than sixty years since the introduction of this weapon into
our country. There are some gray-haired men who still remember the
event clearly. The fact is that Tokitaka procured two pieces of the weapon
and studied them, and with one volley of the weapon startled sixty prov-
inces [i.e., all Japan] of our country. Moreover, it was he who made the
iron-workers learn the method of their manufacture and made it possible
for that knowledge to spread over the entire length and breadth of the
country.*

2. The New Sengoku Daimyo

The early decades of sixteenth-century Japan were remarkable for the variety
of patterns of control, landholding, and taxation that prevailed. In some areas
the shoen, estates granted to powerful families or temples by the Heian (Kyoto)
court as its power waned in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, survived, but
they had become steadily more free from outside interference. Proprietors
delegated administration and order to local notables; myoshu, lineage mem-
bers whose names became attached to their lands, dominated lesser farming
families and kept order for representatives of shogunal power who held titles
like “military steward” or “provincial constable.” In areas more distant from
the imperial capital local warrior families had substantially taken over from
the representatives of the center, and “men of the land” (kokujin) became
forces to be reckoned with. Still other local military men, who styled them-
selves samurai (from saburau, to serve) in evocation of the professional war-
riors at the capital, emerged as keepers of the peace in areas where government
lands had never been transferred to the private estates. The warfare that fol-
lowed the succession dispute of the Onin era in the fifteenth century naturally
accentuated the variety and confusion, until parts of Japan became a welter
of conflicting jurisdictions and procedures.

In the 1500s, however, parallel and uniform trends in major parts of the
country began to bring pattern to this confusion. Quiet but significant in-
creases in agricultural productivity were accompanied by greater commercial
growth and monetization of transactions. The explosion of brigandage that
swept the coasts of China and Korea was in part a reflection and in part a
by-product of this economic growth. With it came institutional changes and
improvements in the technology of rule. Add the changes in military technol-
ogy that followed the introduction of firearms, the larger scale of control, and
more effective methods of exploitation, and profound change came to most
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areas of central Japan. In explaining this, Japanese historians frequently refer
to “Sengoku daimyo,” who differ from “shugo [constable] daimyo” of late
medieval times, to illustrate the contrast between the variety and confusion
of conditions in the fourteenth century chaos and the emerging order of the
sixteenth century.

The new daimyo were far more powerful within their realms than the
shugo daimyo had been in theirs; the latter had been appointees and subject
to constraints of shogunal power and aristocratic and temple proprietors who
were quick to complain about their excesses at the court, but the Sengoku
daimyo, their power established through military tactics and buttressed by
greater resources, were able to make greater demands of their vassals and hold
their own against complaints from outside their realm. Many of them, notably
those able to survive into the period of warfare that culminated in the battle
of Sekigahara, were eager, as some scholars put it, to portray themselves as
absolute rulers of their realms. This notwithstanding, they were also eager to
maximize their ties to the faltering Ashikaga shogunate and the imperial court
in Kyoto, and maintained what Asao Naohiro calls a “Kyoto orientation™
with a lively awareness of the way the faltering central powers could affect
and assist them in their tasks. The Ashikaga shogunate was, as Asao puts it,
built into both the imperial-official and the lord-vassal system.

There were several ingredients involved in the rise of new local hegemons.
First was surely the collapse of the landholding and tax exempt status that
shoen proprietors had enjoyed for centuries. The need to work out new ways
of controlling and exploiting the subject peasantry led to new systems of
household registration and implementation of land and other resources.
Where the earlier system had concentrated on a tax in kind on rice paddies,
a new trend of reckoning obligations and assets in coin, which historians call
the kandaka system, became widespread. Unlike the earlier system, this laid
the basis for levies that could be charged against all arable land. As daimyo
struggled to increase their resources they charged their vassals with new sur-
veys that were more inclusive and systematic than those that had gone before.
In an age of intermittent struggle the daimyo was concerned with the responsi-
bilities of his vassals in warfare, and the result was a far more inclusive registra-
tion. Assessments made specific the military responsibilities that fief holders
were expected to meet. Oi Samanojo, for instance, a vassal of the Takeda
daimyo in Kofu, found his military assessment of 227 kan of copper coins
obligated him to muster four mounted warriors and thirty-four foot soldiers
whenever his daimyo gave the signal.® Earlier appointments from shogunal
headquarters had had an almost official character, but now, really for the first
time, enfeoffment began to carry clear contractual obligations to the feudal
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lord. Lords became severe and specific in the instructions and warnings they
issued to their vassals, and as the powers of the overlord became more uncon-
ditional long-standard terms of “loyalty” and “filiality” took on new meanings
of total subordination.

The lords were also hard-pressed to fill their own coffers, for only a part
of their realm was under their own administration. The sure knowledge of
productivity embodied in the cadastral surveys made possible heavier exac-
tions on the countryside. Many daimyo established tariff stations, and new
market towns and did their best to exploit commercial networks that led to
vassals’ or competitors’ markets. Japan was plagued by inadequate and often
inferior coinage, and daimyo issued regulations calling for the payment of
taxes in high-grade coins only. Both vassals and peasants could register dis-
tress, the former sometimes through sale or alienation of their fiefs and the
latter through petitions and protests. On the other hand, sustained daimyo
control of regional valley systems gradually made large-scale riparian works
possible; these extended and safeguarded acreage, all of which added to the
daimyo’s economic potential.

Japan was now moving toward a matured system of feudal rule. More and
more the new local rulers set aside what remained of the old private estates
whose revenue could be claimed by aristocrats or temples at the national cen-
ter of Kyoto. Land under daimyo control was parceled out to vassals who
were responsible for military support in the fighting that became endemic.
With new patterns of administration taking hold and new technology of war-
fare made possible by the introduction of firearms, armies grew larger. Provin-
cial overlords began to think of themselves as candidates for national gover-
nance. Phrases like kogi, “public business,” or tenka, “the realm,” began to
appear in codes of instructions that lords issued to their vassals.

Yet it must be remembered that these developments came slowly and that
they did not replace, so much as they complicated, the earlier focus on the
imperial court and shogunate. One complication was provided by a restless
countryside in which local men of eminence resisted the new exactions re-
quired of them. Peasants who challenged samurai government did so under
the shadow of an ideology that had imperial and religious overtones. They
appealed to the more distant governance of earlier times in which the military
class had not come to stand between them and the court, and frequently
claimed for themselves the standing of imperial servants.” Consequently the
warriors had to insist that their control over the countryside derived from
the imperial court as well as from the authority of the shogun, however falter-
ing, as he was supreme commander of all warriors (buke no toryo). Since,
however, the Ashikaga shoguns were so weak by the sixteenth century, re-
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gional lords found it more and more necessary to issue statements that had
language like “reluctant as we are,” the times made it necessary to “maintain
order on our own,” and issue codes of law for their provinces.® Most of the
powerful daimyo of Sengoku times found it wise to make special trips to
Kyoto themselves or to send emissaries to pay respects to the shogun, the
emperor, and court nobles and present them with gifts. One can say they
shared a “Kyoto orientation”; it was in part defensive, to strengthen their
position with the peasants whose produce was their chief resource, in part
competitive, to make sure their peers could not blindside them, and in part
aggressive, in the hope of “graduating” to a role in governance at the Kyoto
center.

3. The Unifiers: Oda Nobunaga

Out of this ferment emerged three men who managed, in four decades of
almost constant warfare, to dominate their peers, eliminate the Ashikaga sho-
guns, and bend the imperial court to their will. In the years after the coming
of the Europeans the conflict was so savage that Portuguese traders and
missionaries wrote correctly of the constant treachery and violence that
characterized competition among the contenders for power. After the Toku-
gawa victories at Sekigahara in 1600 and Osaka in 1615, however, writers
praised the “Great Tokugawa Peace” that had settled on the land and wrote
of loyalty as the center of warrior values with such earnestness that the carnage
in men and pervasive distrust of the late 1500s seemed almost to have been
forgotten.

Historians naturally focus on those who win the power struggles, and the
revolution in institutional and economic change that Japan underwent is
sometimes credited to the three successive hegemons who left their Japan very
different. That is of course too simple. The changes that were going on could
be seen in most parts of Japan, and virtually all of the emerging lords used
comparable tactics and pursued similar goals. But because the other houses
failed to prevail and endure it is convenient to treat the unifiers as system
builders, innovators whose work brought Japan its greatest institutional
change since the introduction of Chinese patterns of governance in the sev-
enth and eighth centuries.

Nobunaga (1534—1582) was the son of a deputy military governor in Owari,
on the Nagoya plain of central Japan. The province was strategically placed,
within ready marching distance of the capital but sufficiently removed to make
it possible to avoid the chaotic strife of the central provinces. His father’s
death in 1551 was the signal for a series of battles in which Nobunaga fought
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off the attempts of relatives to encroach on his authority. He had a younger
brother killed and ousted other possible competitors. He quickly established
his skill in exploitation of the new weapons of war that Europeans had brought
to Japan; as early as 1549 he bought five hundred guns for his troops. His
forces were quick to master the tactics required for the effective utilization
of guns; it took time to prime a musket and light the fuse, and they had to
be fired in sequence rather than simultaneously in order to prevent the ene-
my’s charge during the process. Nobunaga arranged his men in ranks. He
abandoned the medieval ritual of battle in which magnificently armed samurai
had introduced themselves in the field of battle before charging. Henceforth
such courtesy would be fatal.

In 1560 Nobunaga defeated a massive army sent against him by Imagawa
Yoshimoto. One of the latter’s vassals, Matsudaira Motoyasu (the future
Tokugawa Ieyasu) now entered into a firm alliance with Nobunaga. In the
course of decades of warfare Nobunaga moved swiftly from one border to
another, throwing his enemies off balance and gradually enlarging his lands.
As his victories grew other daimyo tried to ally against him. The turning
point in his military career was the battle of Nagashino in 1575 in which his
army of 40,000, 3,000 of them armed with muskets and fighting from well-
prepared defensive positions, routed a force of mounted warriors who tried
to attack him.

Nobunaga’s struggles against Buddhist sectarians were particularly re-
morseless, and earned him the condemnation of historians including George
Sansom, who summed him up as a “cruel and callous brute.” His was not,
to be sure, an age of compassion, and his peers were not a great deal kinder.
But if he was not more cruel, he was a great deal more thorough in his destruc-
tion of those who gave him trouble. He earned his reputation through his
ruthless extirpation of those who opposed him and his complete disregard
for conventional taboos about sacred places and communities. Honganyji, the
head temple of the Jodo (Pure Land) Buddhist persuasion, was his most tena-
cious opponent, and its armed sectarians fought him tooth and nail for the
entire decade of the 1570s. In several operations, notably one in Ise in 1574,
his forces were credited with the wholesale slaughter of about 20,000 of the
sectarians. More startling still was his remorseless assault of 1571 on the Bud-
dhist center of Enryakuji on Hieizan, the mountain northeast of Kyoto sacred
to the monks of Tendai. On several occasions the mountain, whose monks
were armed with traditional weapons and totemic symbols with which they
intimidated the capital, had given support to Nobunaga’s enemies despite his
warnings of future retribution. When his opportunity came Nobunaga sur-
rounded the mountain with his troops and ordered them burn every building
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and kill every inhabitant, ignoring the pleas of those who argued that this
mountain center, since its founding in the eighth century, had been the guard-
ian of the imperial palace for eight hundred years. “Although it is said that
ours is a degenerate age,” they said, “such an act as the destruction of the
center is an unprecedented, unheard-of act.” To no avail; a contemporary
account concludes that “the roar of the huge burning monastery, magnified
by the cries of countless numbers of the old and the young, sounded and
resounded to the ends of heaven and earth. The noise was at once deafening
and pathetic.”"

Nobunaga marched on Kyoto in 1568, ostensibly in response to requests
from the Emperor Ogimachi and Ashikaga Yoshiaki, who was confirmed as
fifteenth (and last) Ashikaga shogun by the emperor shortly after Nobunaga
gained control of the city. Once there, however, it was clear that Nobunaga
had no intention of fitting into the pattern of subordination that this act of
“loyalty” implied. The shogun quickly offered him appointments as vice-
shogun or chief executive officer, and the emperor also attempted to have
him accept such appointments. Grateful to his rescuer, the shogun addressed
Nobunaga with terms of lavish praise, while the emperor, though more re-
strained, also praised Nobunaga’s “unparalleled designs.” The aims proved to
live up to that description, but not in the way the authorities had hoped.
Their new protector and guest instead took things into his own hands. Prior
to this he had adopted as his seal the slogan Tenka fubu, “the realm [tenka]
subject to the military,” and his actions now showed his intent to live up to
that goal. From 1570 on, documents he issued often coupled the phrase tenka
no tame, “for the sake of the realm,” with “Nobunaga no tame,” “for the sake
of Nobunaga.” Clearly he was anticipating somewhat Louis XIV’s “I’état, c’est
moi”; he was the realm.

Nobunaga’s first problem was to deal with the shogun. Harassed though
Nobunaga was by continued resistance from Buddhist and secular leaders, he
was intent on seeing to it that the shogun kept out of military affairs and left
to him all communication with feudal lords. In articles he issued in 1569 he
spelled out limitations on the shogun’s contacts and administrative and legal
authority, and ruled out direct petitions to the shogun. A year later he ordered
that the shogun refer to him all correspondence and grants of proprietorships
in the provinces. “Since the affairs of the realm [tenka] have in fact been put
in Nobunaga’s hands,” one clause read, “Nobunaga may take measures against
anyone whatsoever according to his own discretion and without the need to
obtain the shogun’s agreement.” Nobunaga did not stop there, but went on
to criticize the shogun’s service to the imperial court as a way of publicly
reprimanding him. The shogun was informed that people at large were begin-
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ning to have doubts about his probity and intentions. By 1573 the shogun had
to choose between groveling subservience and resistance. He chose the latter,
hoping that other warrior chieftains would come to his rescue, just as he had
earlier petitioned for Nobunaga’s help. In response Nobunaga had his army
encircle Kyoto and begin a systematic burning of its outer periphery. This
brought shogunal professions of contrition, only to be followed by his flight
from the capital, defeat, “pardon,” and exile. Yoshiaki, destined to be the last
Ashikaga shogun, lived on until 1597, irrelevant to national politics and in
virtual exile as nominal lord of a mean and insignificant realm."

Nobunaga thus succeeded in his determination to break ties between the
institution of the shogunate, with its built-in subordination to the imperial
court, and leaders of the samurai estate. He himself would demand total sub-
ordination from the samurai. As he demanded of one retainer in 1575, “you
must resolve to do everything as I say . . . you shall revere me and bear me
no evil thought behind my back. Your feelings toward me must be such that
you do not even point your feet in my direction. If you act that way, you will
be blessed with good fortune forever, as befits a proper samurai.”"

The imperial court was important to Nobunaga’s concerns of legitimacy,
but here too he was careful to avoid becoming entangled in its web of protocol
and precedent while moving to establish his control over its functions. Imme-
diately after the expulsion of the Ashikaga shogun from Kyoto, Nobunaga
presented an urgent request for change of the era name, a function normally
restricted to the shogun for ultimate disposition by the court. That accom-
plished, he accepted, over a period of four years, steady promotion in rank
and appointment until he held the title of Grand Minister of State (daijo dai-
jin), after which he resigned those honors, pleading the urgency of military
duties, and requested that they be transferred to his son. That request, how-
ever, was not met. In a series of steps Nobunaga infringed upon the few pre-
rogatives the court still retained, among them adjudication of land disputes
between major temples. Meanwhile he was also urging the abdication of the
Emperor Ogimachi in favor of his son and preparing an elaborate reception
hall for the latter, once he was enthroned, at the splendid new castle he had
constructed at Azuchi.

Emperor Ogimachi’s abdication came only after Nobunaga’s death, and
Nobunaga’s ultimate plans for the exercise of power once unification was
complete remain unclear. He may have planned to have himself appointed
shogun. In any case, he would have seen to it that he personally remained
the ultimate arbiter of power.

Nobunaga’s construction of the Nijo Castle in Kyoto was witnessed by
the Jesuit Luis Frois, whose description of the operation suggests the fear that
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Nobunaga inspired. Frois referred to Nobunaga as “king” and his retainers
as “princes,” for he was not conscious of any other power structure.

Nobunaga built a castle there, the like of which has never been seen before
in Japan. First of all he gave orders for both temples to be razed and then
commandeered the site, measuring four streets long and four wide. All the
princes and nobles of Japan came to help in the building operations; usu-
ally there were from 15,000 to 25,000 men at work, all dressed in cloth
breeches and short jackets made of skins. When he went around supervis-
ing the operations, he carried his sword in his hand or rested it on his
shoulder, or else he carried a baton in his hand . . . As there was no stone
available for the work, he ordered many stone idols to be pulled down,
and the men tied ropes around the necks of these and dragged them to
the site. All this struck terror and amazement in the hearts of the Miyako
[Kyoto] citizens for they deeply venerated their idols. And so a noble and
his retainers would carry away a certain number of stones from each mon-
astery every day, and as all were eager to please Nobunaga and not depart
one iota from his wishes, they smashed the stone altars, toppled over and
broke up the hotoke [Buddha images] and carried away the pieces in carts.
Other men went off to work in quarries, others carted away earth, others
cut down timber in the hills; in fact the whole operation resembled the
building of the Temple in Jerusalem or the labours of Dido in Carthage
... He decreed that while the work was in progress none of the monasteries
either inside or outside the city should toll its bells. He set up a bell in
the castle to summon and dismiss the men, and as soon as it was rung all
the chief nobles and their retainers would begin working . . . He always
strode around girded about with a tiger skin on which to sit and wearing
rough and coarse clothing; following his example everyone wore skins and
no-one dared to appear before him in court dress while the building was
still in progress . . . while on the site one day, he happened to see a soldier
lifting up a woman’s cloak slightly in order to get a glimpse of her face,
and there and then the king struck off his head with his own hand . . .
The most marvelous thing about the whole operation was the incredible
speed with which the work was carried out. It looked as if four or five
years would be needed to complete the masonry work, yet he had it fin-
ished within 70 days."

At the time of his death in 1582 Nobunaga’s task of military unification
remained incomplete. He had, however, become master of the central plains
and conquered approximately one-third of Japan. His plans next involved
reduction of the Inland Sea provinces dominated by the house of Méri. In
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1582, as he was headquartered at the Kyoto Honndji temple, he was surprised
by the sudden attack of a vassal lord who had just been ordered to the front
and instead directed his troops to attack Nobunaga. Nobunaga fought until
the battle was clearly lost, and then retired to disembowel himself in the war-
rior rite of seppuku or, a less elegant expression, hara-kiri.

Concentration on Nobunaga’s ruthless brutality risks neglect of the inno-
vations that contributed to the unification of Japan. His reduction of the Bud-
dhist military centers at Enryakuji and Osaka brought to an end religious
monarchies that had prevailed since the middle ages. His forcible demolition
of provincial forts and defense works in areas under his control foreshadowed
measures that would be continued by later hegemons. Land surveys were car-
ried out with rigor and grim sanctions against those who falsified returns.
Several vassal lords were ordered from their lands and arbitrarily moved to
new settings, foreshadowing the firmer central power that lay ahead. Tangled
skeins of control and authority that linked metropolitan temples and aristo-
crats with provincial holdings were cut away. Local toll stations that operated
to enrich petty rulers by levying taxes on goods in transit were abolished to
speed and facilitate commerce. “Open” trade and guilds (rakuza) would take
their place. Constant warfare required the assemblage of large bodies of men
at the commanders” headquarters and began the separation of samurai from
landholding. The commanders’ headquarters became castle towns that cen-
tered on huge structures set on massive stone bases that commanded fields
of fire and symbolized the new power structure that was coming into exis-
tence. None better represented these trends than Nobunaga’s own structures,
first at Gifu and then at Azuchi on the shores of Lake Biwa. They shone as
marvels of construction and opulence to the European visitors whom Nobu-
naga permitted to see them.

“I wish I were a skilled architect or had the gift of describing places well,”
wrote the Jesuit Luis Frois about Gifu, “because I sincerely assure you that
of all the palaces and houses I have seen in Portugal, India, and Japan,
there has been nothing to compare with this as regards luxury, wealth,
and cleanliness. You will be better able to realize this when I tell you that
Nobunaga does not believe in an after-life or in anything he cannot see;
as he is extremely wealthy, he will not allow himself to be outdone in
anything by any other king but strives to surpass them all.”

Azuchi, however, outdid this once more: “. . . as regards architecture,
strength, wealth and grandeur [it] may well be compared with the greatest
buildings of Europe. Its strong and well constructed surrounding walls of
stone are over 60 spans in height and even higher in many places; inside
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the walls there are many beautiful and exquisite houses, all of them deco-
rated with gold and so neat and well fashioned that they seem to reach
the acme of human elegance. And in the middle there is a sort of tower
which they call tenshu and it indeed has a far more noble and splendid
appearance than our towers. It consists of seven floors, all of which, both
inside and out, have been fashioned to a wonderful architectural design;
for both inside and out, I mean, inside, the walls are decorated with designs
richly painted in gold and different colours, while the outside of each of
these stories is painted in various colours. Some are painted white with
their windows varnished black according to Japanese usage and they look
extremely beautiful, . . . the uppermost one is entirely gilded . . . In a word
the whole edifice is beautiful, excellent, and brilliant.”"*

Nor was Nobunaga unaware of or indifferent to traditional Japanese culture.
Offered a reward by the Emperor Ogimachi after his entry into Kyoto, he
combined arrogance with connoisseurship by choosing a chip of a near-sacred
incense stick of Indian provenance from the imperial storehouse at Nara, the
Shosoin. He was a passionate devotee of the tea ceremony; at the time of his
death he had just finished entertaining an assemblage of court aristocrats to
display his precious tea ceremony utensils. His freedom from traditional ta-
boos led the Jesuits, whom he occasionally befriended, to describe him as a
coolly rationalist, fearless person with a lively curiosity about them and their
cause. And since they were convinced of the corruptions of contemporary
Buddhism, this provided an additional avenue of contact.

4. Toyotomi Hideyoshi

Hideyoshi, who was born the son of one of Nobunaga’s foot soldiers in 1537,
achieved such remarkable successes by the time of his death in 1598 that all
historians signal his achievements, though not all would agree with the early
twentieth century Scottish historian of Japan who praised him as “the greatest
man Japan has ever seen.”” He found favor with Nobunaga at an early age,
emerged as a brilliant strategist in his service, was created a daimyo, and
quickly avenged Nobunaga’s death by defeating Akechi Mitsuhide, the vassal
whose treachery brought Nobunaga down. Although Nobunaga’s principal
subordinates and allies agreed on a grandson as his heir and established four
regents to serve as guardians, there was never much doubt that the struggle
would be between the two greatest, Hideyoshi and Tokugawa Ieyasu. After the
two matched their abilities in battles that proved inconclusive, leyasu accepted
Hideyoshi as his superior and became his most important subordinate.
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Hideyoshi had all Nobunaga’s ambition, but gained a reputation for mag-
nanimity through his preference for co-opting allies instead of intimidating
them, and using his opponents instead of exterminating them. He continued
and completed the military unification of Japan. In 1583 he conquered a group
of daimyo on the Japan Sea coast and installed his own men there. He contin-
ued Nobunaga’s work of pacifying Buddhist sectarians in the province of Kii.
Two years later he took control of the island of Shikoku, and in 1587 he con-
quered Kyushu by defeating the greatest of the island’s daimyo, the Shimazu.
There remained only the northeast, and this bastion fell with the successful
siege of Odawara in 1590.

With this unparalleled series of successes his prospects and standing
changed, as did his name. Beginning with the rustic name “Kinoshita” (under
the tree) he moved on to something more appropriate with Hashiba, and then
was granted Toyotomi (Bountiful Minister) by the court. With this came the
same honors that Nobunaga had received, and more: he was appointed Impe-
rial Regent (kanpaku) in 1585 and, a year later, Grand Minister of State (daijo
daijin). He now manufactured an illustrious genealogy that related him to the
Fujiwara family of classical times. More successful than Nobunaga, he suc-
ceeded in having these honors transferred to his nephew and himself used
the title Taiko, restricted to retired kanpaku, and that is the way he is usually
known in Japan.

Hideyoshi regularized the practice of delegating rule over subject areas to
his leading vassals, and extended that to defeated rivals who accepted him as
overlord, a practice in which he was considerably more generous than Nobu-
naga. A modern historian goes so far as to use the term “federalism” to de-
scribe the polity that resulted.'® Most Nobunaga followers, accustomed to obe-
dience, accepted Hideyoshi’s leadership; transfers and long years of fighting
had usually left them without secure land bases from which they could have
launched challenges. Hideyoshi thus retreated from the reign of terror associ-
ated with Nobunaga, began to adopt sons of rivals, and refrained from major
purges. Toward the end of his career he seems to have become paranoid,
moody, and dangerous. His longtime friend and tea master Sen no Rikya was
ordered to commit seppuku in a tragic end that continues to puzzle historians
and dramatists. When, late in life, Hideyoshi found himself father of a son
on whose succession he could focus his hopes, he turned against his designated
heir and nephew Hidetsugu to execute him and display his head in savagery
that included the public execution of his entire household; in the description
of the Jesuit Luis Frois, “the bloudie and black daye came that [Hideyoshi’s]
commandment must be exequuted, there were drawen alonge in the streates
in cartes to the open view of the world 31 Ladies and gentlewoemen, with the
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two sonnes and one daughter of [Hidetsugu] the eldest of which was not
above five yeares olde, how greivous a spectacle this was unto the beholders
eyes everie man maie imagyne . . . All their boddies by order from [Hideyoshi]
were throwne into a pitte, made for the nonce, over the whiche he caused to
be buylded a little Chappell with a Tombe in it with this inscription: The
Tombe of the Traitors.””

With Japan united and no further provinces to conquer, Hideyoshi turned
to thoughts of empire in Korea and China. Historians argue that one purpose
of the campaign was to occupy the daimyo armies, since there was no further
territory in Japan with which to reward them; others suggest that Hideyoshi
desired to renew licensed trade with Ming China. The Taikd’s behavior
in his last years was increasingly irrational, however, and his megalomania
grew steadily. Imperious letters went to Ryukyu (Okinawa), the Philippines,
Taiwan, and Goa, the Portuguese base in India. Hideyoshi expected others
to know of his conquests and come to pay him honor. His plan seems to
have been to transfer the imperial court to Peking, thereby enlarging its
rule. The responses, however, could have been anticipated; they ranged from
refusal to silence. Accordingly, he set up headquarters in Nagoya (modern
Karatsu) in northern Kyushu and summoned his vassals and allies to join the
contest. He himself planned to go after the fall of Seoul to take personal com-
mand, but he was dissuaded from doing so by the Emperor Goyozei and the
daimyo Tokugawa Ieyasu and Maeda Toshiie, who also managed to stay in
Japan.

Hideyoshi’s confidence can be gauged by this letter sent to Taiwan after
the fall of the Korean capital of Seoul. In tones reminiscent of central Asian
empire builders, he claimed supernatural gifts for himself:

When my mother conceived me, she was given a miraculous omen with
respect to the sun, and on the very night that I was born the room was
suddenly aglow with sunlight, thus changing night to day. All persons pres-
ent were astounded. Physiognomists gathered and debated upon this won-
derful happening. They finally divined that the child whose birth was at-
tended by these miracles was destined to become a man of unusual
attainments. His benevolent virtues would shine brilliantly in every land
within the four seas. His dignity and authority would extend in all direc-
tions. This prediction is fulfilled in me. Within less than ten years, I have
conquered and overcome all people of the unruly classes, thus unifying
and pacifying the whole of the Nation Within the Sea. Even distant nations
in the outside world have learned to admire our benevolent rule and to
express their urgent desire to become our dependencies. Envoys have sailed
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from their respective countries and have rivaled each other in speed, hop-
ing to be the first in making obeisance to our throne.

However, Korea, a land that was long our tributary state, has failed
to live up to her pledge of loyalty. At the very time that our troops started
out to conquer the Great Ming, Korea rebelled. I therefore sent a punitive
expedition under the command of prominent military leaders. Having lost
all hope, the Korean king abandoned his national capital, setting fire to it
and reducing it to ashes. Upon hearing of the national crisis in Korea,
Great Ming sent several hundreds of thousands of troops with the hope
of saving that kingdom. In spite of the fact that those Chinese armies
engaged in a number of desperate battles with our troops, they always
suffered defeat. Great Ming therefore sent an envoy to sue for peace . . .

The Philippines and Ryukyt have sent tribute-bearing envoys to our
country . . . Your country, however, has not yet sent any envoy to our
military headquarters. This lack of loyalty will certainly bring the curse of
Heaven upon you.'®

In 1592 a host of more than 158,000 men crossed to Korea, with China as
their ultimate destination. In less than a month they had taken Seoul; rival
daimyo armies then raced north and soon had control of the main Korean
cities and communication lines. The Japanese were veterans seasoned in the
fighting involved in the unification of Japan, and their muskets gave them
important advantages over the unprepared Koreans. Two months later, how-
ever, a Ming army crossed the Yalu and engaged the Japanese, who fell back
to Seoul. There followed a long period of almost four years of stalemate during
which Korean guerrillas harassed the Japanese. The commanders tried to ex-
tricate themselves through negotiations, and tried to deceive Hideyoshi about
their details. Hideyoshi demanded that the Chinese court provide a consort
for the Japanese emperor, reopen licensed trade with Japan, and that four
provinces of Korea be ceded to Japan. The Chinese in turn assumed Japanese
subservience as the prerequisite for trade, and grandly invested Hideyoshi as
“king of Japan” with gifts of official garments and seals. When Hideyoshi
found that his negotiators had presented him with a hollow victory he once
again flew into a rage and ordered a second invasion of Korea.

This invasion began in early 1597 with the dispatch of another 140,000
Japanese troops to Korea, and it came to an end with Hideyoshi’s death the
following year. The Japanese goal was the implementation of the peace treaty
Hideyoshi thought he had won, but their tactics became increasingly punitive
and brutal. Now resistance from Korea and Chinese armies was strong, and
Japanese maritime supply lines were cut by the famous iron-clad “turtle ships”
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of Korea. Gradually the struggle assumed degrees of bitterness and barbarity
that culminated in the famous mound of ears, symbols of “body count,” in
Kyoto. Upon Hideyoshi’s death leaders of the Japanese coalition hurriedly
withdrew the armies from Korea while trying to conceal their commander’s
demise. The Korean adventure left the future Tokugawa regime a legacy of
hatred and suspicion that boded ill for subsequent Korean-Japanese relations.

Although the attempt at continental conquest ended in failure, the Hide-
yoshi years marked a culminating stage in the transformation of Japanese
institutions from late medieval to early modern. Hideyoshi’s orders to his
daimyo were enforced to varying degree and time depending on the place and
its local problems, but they set a standard that remained the basis for the
Tokugawa rule that followed. His grants of daimyo status for those who sub-
mitted to his rule set the example for what would become the Tokugawa
daimyo system. He was able to arrogate to himself a monopoly of daimyo
proprietary rights; Nobunaga’s writ had never extended to all parts of Japan.
For the daimyo, many of whom had had to put down sectarian and village
resistance to their rule, subordination to the hegemon was also the price of
domination within their realm; they consequently developed a symbiotic rela-
tionship with the center.

There could certainly be no doubt of the vassal’s subordination to his
lord. From late Ashikaga times samurai (and sometimes temples) had pre-
sented oaths of total loyalty to the local lord, swearing that they would accept
the vengeance of Shinto and Buddhist gods if they were found unfaithful.
Hideyoshi now tried to strengthen these bonds by linking them with loyalty
to the imperial court. In 1588, on the occasion of a visit from the Emperor
Goyozei to his splendid new castle at Fushimi, he ordered all his vassals to
be present and invited the assembled daimyo to subscribe to the following:
“We shed tears of gratitude that His Majesty has honored us with his presence.
If any evil person should interfere with the estates and lands of the Imperial
House or with the fiefs of the Court Nobles, we will take firm action. Without
equivocation we commit not only ourselves but our children and grandchil-
dren as well. We will obey the command of the Regent [Hideyoshi] down to
the smallest details. If any of the above provisions should be violated even in
the slightest, then may punishments of . . . [names of Shinto and Buddhist
deities] be visited on us.”” Thus loyalty to the throne was related to obedience
to Hideyoshi, and disloyalty associated with supernatural punishment from
the gods.

In addition to finalizing the “daimyo system,” Hideyoshi also structured
the “samurai system.” Edicts stipulated that samurai should not be harbored
in the countryside. Instead of an earlier system in which warriors could be
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part farmer and part soldier, they now had to choose one role or the other.
The warfare of Hideyoshi’s decades required standing armies of full-time mili-
tary men. By 1591 Hideyoshi could order that “if there should be living among
you any men formerly in military service who have taken up the life of a
peasant since the seventh month of last year . . . you are hereby authorized
to take them under surveillance and expel them . . . No military retainer who
has left his master without permission shall be given employment by another
... Those who fail to report that they already have a master are to be arrested
for violating the law and returned to their former master. Whenever this regu-
lation is violated and the offender allowed to go free, the heads of three men
shall be offered in compensation to the original master.”” Warriors could
not, in other words, find cover in the countryside. They had to stay with
their lords. In consequence the farmer-warrior types of Sengoku years became
members of standing armies, provisioned in barracks in the new castle towns
that dotted the communication routes throughout the land. Hei-né bunri, or
separation of warriors and farmers, is the shorthand term Japanese historians
use for this.

Along with this came orders for nationwide land surveys that were more
systematic and thorough than any previously undertaken. The Taiko Survey,
as it is known, specified plot-by-plot measurement of cultivated land with the
use of a newly standardized chain measure, recorded the quality and produc-
tive capacity of each plot, and specified the individual responsible for its tax
payment. Where earlier surveys had registered lands and areas by the tax they
produced, this measure concerned itself with tax potential. Most earlier sur-
veys had been submitted by local authorities, who frequently used the cadas-
tral documents they had as base. Under Hideyoshi measuring teams under
orders from the hegemon or his vassals were supposed to enter the village to
measure its area, note its productivity on the basis of past records, and name
the owner. Areas for which the complete survey has survived, as in Tosa, show
the massive effort that went into the project.”’ On the other hand it must be
remembered that full implementation of this all over Japan would have re-
quired a complex bureaucratic structure that was not yet in being. As late as
the 1870s, when the modern Meiji government issued ownership certificates
to landholders, it took the better part of a decade to complete the work. Recent
studies in local history indicate that appraisals of the effectiveness of Hide-
yoshi’s measures, based too often upon the edicts he issued, underestimate
the amount of continuity and degree of local variation that survived his years.”

One should probably take the Taiké Survey as shorthand for changes that
required the better part of a half century to mature. Hideyoshi’s edicts serve
as important benchmarks in that development.
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Vital to this process was a change from tax assessment in coin to produc-
tivity figures expressed in koku of rice. Tax records, land survey appraisals,
and samurai income now came to be expressed in terms converted into rice
equivalents: the koku, approximately 5 bushels; hyo, bales; and fuchi, rations.
This became fully standardized in the Tokugawa years of peace. At first glance
this may seem a backward step away from monetization, but in actuality it
represented a much more ambitious effort to quantify total production; it is
difficult to exaggerate the importance of this development. Prices could fluc-
tuate, but productivity, except in years of crop failure and famine, was a much
more stable measure of the production of an agrarian-based society. This sin-
gle measure of the gross product made it possible to arrange daimyo lands,
retainer fiefs, and village income and represented a startling new, objective,
and rational measure of power, influence, and status. We shall be dealing
with it throughout the Tokugawa period. It also expressed a zero-sum view of
competition. In a land fully surveyed and allocated and absent the possibilities
offered by foreign conquest, one man’s gain could only be made at cost to
his fellows. The total rice productivity, or kokudaka, was now, in theory at
least, known and accounted for. Only the appearance of a new hegemon could
change those rules.

This would not have been binding, however, without disarming the coun-
tryside. In 1588 an edict of Hideyoshi announced that “the people of the vari-
ous provinces are strictly forbidden to have in their possession any swords,
short swords, bows, spears, firearms or other form of weapon.” The edict was
frank in its purpose: “The possession of unnecessary implements [of war]
makes difficult the collection of taxes and dues and tends to foment uprising.”
Of course weapons did not disappear from the countryside overnight; never-
theless there is good documentary evidence to show that daimyo all over Japan
took it seriously. So distant and great a daimyo as Shimazu of Satsuma, for
one, recently the loser in his struggle against Hideyoshi, made it a point to
comply; as Mary Elizabeth Berry notes, “given the fame of the long blades
from that province . . . any failure on the part of the Shimazu to comply with
the edict would be particularly conspicuous.”” Of course it also coincided
with daimyo self-interest, as it lessened the danger of peasant rebellions.

Together these edicts—land survey, sword hunt, separation of samurai
and cultivators, marshaling of daimyo in presumed obedience to the throne—
established new bases for legitimacy, new status regulations for military and
nonmilitary, and new pacification of the countryside. They had been in pro-
cess for some time, to be sure, and they were not completed in some districts
during Hideyoshi’s lifetime, but they are properly associated with his gover-
nance.
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Hideyoshi never took the office of shogun. The last Ashikaga shogun, to
be sure, died only one year before Hideyoshi. But Hideyoshi was more con-
cerned with associating himself with the imperial court through his fabricated
lineage of Fujiwara, his assumption of the traditional Fujiwara titles of kan-
paku and daijo daijin, and his exploitation of the prestige of the court for his
own purposes. Perhaps because his lineage and background were less illustri-
ous than was the case with Nobunaga or Ieyasu, he deliberately associated
himself with the imperial court in order to make use of its prestige. When
he arranged the emperor’s visit to his residence in 1588 he had thirty-one
daimyo pledge to guarantee the lands of the court and nobility, thus binding
court, daimyo, and himself into a polity (the kogi) that expressed their com-
mon interests. Henceforth a challenge to any part of it could be disloyalty to
the throne at the center. In addition to his concern with the emperor, Hide-
yoshi’s efforts to master traditional arts like No dancing and his flamboyant
advocacy of and participation in the tea ceremony showed additional utiliza-
tion (and alteration) of the aristocratic aura. Designed to be a small gathering
of intimate friends, the tea ceremony, Hideyoshi-style, became a public display
of magnificence and opulence. In addition Hideyoshi, like Nobunaga, reached
for the legitimacy that designation as a Shinto divinity (kami) might confer.
His turn against the Iberian missionaries he first tolerated was also related to
this. In 1587 he ordered them out of the country with the stern warning that
Japan was the “land of the gods.” In this way tradition was invoked to justify
revolutionary changes, something that would be seen again at the end of the
Tokugawa period.

5. Azuchi-Momoyama Culture

The years of unification were filled with violence, treachery, and cruelty. But
they were also years of economic vigor and prosperity, and they included a
virtual explosion of cultural activity. Most of the military hegemons who be-
strode the land had little time or inclination for bookish learning, but others
made impressive efforts to master and transmit traditional culture. Inhabi-
tants of the growing urban centers that sprouted along strategic routes also
had limited aptitude for works of literary merit, for literacy was not yet wide-
spread. The highly cultured court nobility and priestly aristocrats lived in
some sense at the mercy of the military despots but they, in turn, were hungry
for the cultural legitimacy the aristocracy of court and temples could confer,
and their eagerness for self-promotion made them unparalleled sponsors and
patrons of visual arts of every sort. Their realization of the need for discipline
in life and battle also brought them to the quiet arts of tea, ceramics, and
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brushwork. At the same time liberation from the constraints of traditional
hierarchy made them relatively open to influences from abroad, and their
unprecedented ability to commandeer the fruits of commerce, mining, and
war made them unstinting patrons of art and architecture as well as martial
arts.

The age was typified by the towering castles that stood as symbols of the
builders’ might. Massive stone parapets surrounded by a network of moats
opened to reveal a bewildering labyrinth in which attackers would find them-
selves funneled toward barriers which, even if surmounted, led on to 9o-
degree turns along an upward course dominated on every side and some-
times from above by parapets from which a withering flanking fire could be
directed at them. Within were quarters for the defenders, sometimes a stand-
ing guard of thousands, as well as residences for the daimyo and his principal
retainers. The whole was crowned by an imposing five- to seven-story keep
or donjon with narrow black apertures set in a brilliant white-plastered wall
that concealed the massive beams of the structure. Above it all the heavy tiles
of a complex pattern of eves and parapets crowned the structure with flam-
boyant tile representations of the daimyo’s logo and representations of dol-
phin, crane, phoenix, or carp.

The whole was planned with an eye to the beauties of the site and propor-
tion. The Jesuit father d’Almeida wrote of a keep in Nara that “there can
scarcely be a more beautiful sight in the world than this fortress seen from
outside, for it is a sheer joy to look on it . . . To enter in this town (for so
I may call it) and to walk about its streets seems to be like entering Paradise
... it does not appear to be the work of human hands . . . the walls are all
decorated with paintings of ancient stories on a background of gold leaf. The
pillars are sheathed with lead for about a span at the top and bottom respec-
tively, and gilded and carven in such a way that everything looks as if it were
covered with gold . . . As for the gardens . . . which I saw in the palace grounds,
I cannot imagine anything more delightfully cool and fresh . . . I am sure that
in the whole world it would be impossible to find anything more splendid
and attractive than this fortress.”**

These structures had dark interiors. To decorate the walls of public rooms
artists utilized great amounts of thinly hammered gold and silver leaf. The
age was one that began a century and more of the production of precious
metal in Japan; until the mines began to be exhausted a century later Japan
was a major producer and exporter of silver. Hammering, mounting, and
painting on gold and silver leaf is not a gentleman’s avocation, but requires
the highest standards of craftsmanship. This challenge, and this sponsorship,
coincided with the great age of painters of the Kano school. Eitoku (1543—
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1590), who did the screens at many of the Kyoto temples, worked as court
decorator for castle reception rooms for Nobunaga and Hideyoshi and did
the screens for Nobunaga’s castle at Azuchi and Hideyoshi’s great Jurakutei,
part of which is preserved in the Nishi Honganji Temple in Kyoto. He was
one of the great masters in the history of Japanese art, and influenced all his
contemporaries and many students. He stands as the originator of the new
and magnificent wall decorations appropriate to the scale and grandeur of
the new palaces and castles of the period, combining in his style the decorative
qualities of the Tosa school of artists with Chinese-inspired ink painting. With
his lavish use of gold background, strong black ink, vivid color, and immense
scale, his exuberant flair was perfectly suited to the age. Eitoku did not work
alone, but served as master of a workshop of artists. Present-day visitors to
the Nijo Castle can still sense the awe and power the artist and his patron
expected guests to feel when they encountered the giant wall paintings of
mighty pines that greeted them in the entrance hall. Interior, residential quar-
ters had less need to overpower and brought more soothing depictions of
peace with sages illustrating the virtues and pastimes of the Chinese classical
tradition.

Nobunaga’s Azuchi Castle, one he began to build in 1576, and Hideyoshi’s
keep at Momoyama thus gave their name to an era of cultural history remarkable
for its exuberance and opulence. But everywhere in Japan, particularly along
the major routes of communication, daimyo developed castles appropriate to
their wealth and potential. The 1590s were a remarkable decade in which the
foundations of the castle, and the castle town surrounding it with its standing
army of samurai as consumers, began to transform urban life in Japan.

Hideyoshi’s zest for display extended to the tea ceremony; the standard
ideal was one of restraint and sobriety, but he did not hesitate to construct
for himself a tea house covered with gold leaf. He also showed that side of
his taste in his Grand Kitano Tea Ceremony in 1587, when he invited the entire
population of Kyoto to admire his finest tea implements and personally served
tea to some eight hundred people on the opening day. Participants were in-
vited to show their treasures too, though one wonders how many took the
risk. Admiration from the hegemon would surely have required that the object
be presented to him by the owner. One explanation for Hideyoshi’s order to
Sen no Rikyt to commit suicide relates it to the tea master’s possession of a
particularly fine tea bowl that had inspired Hideyoshi’s jealousy.

The culture of the age was dominated by the arts, of course; musket manu-
facturers and wealthy specialists like Sen no Rikyl could mix with military
despots almost as equals. What they had to contribute was expertise in the
tea ceremony that was at once most demanding and most austere. The aesthet-
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ics of the simple hut, the rustic walls and single scroll, simple flower, and
quiet bowl spoke of the breeding and taste of the host. Nobunaga studied tea
with Sakai masters and sometimes gave tea utensils to his vassals as reward
for particularly outstanding and valorous service. He also exchanged congrat-
ulatory poems with leading poets of the era. Hideyoshi, whose correspondence
shows him to have been anything but learned and eloquent, patronized the
N6 theater and struggled to master the art of N6 dance. He treated the (no
doubt long-suffering) emperor to displays of his accomplishments, and com-
pelled leading vassals like Tokugawa Ieyasu and Maeda Toshiie to perform
alongside him. Some daimyo patrons of culture were major cultural luminar-
ies in their own right. Furuta Oribe, who disemboweled himself when he came
under suspicion first from Hideyoshi and finally from Ieyasu, was a ceramicist
of note, and Hosokawa Yusai (1534-1610), scion of a distinguished daimyo
family (and ancestor of a prime minister in the 1990s) who fought under
Hideyoshi and Ieyasu, established a formidable reputation for his mastery of
culture ranging from poetry and prose classics to tea, food, music, swords,
and ancient military practices. His expertise in a secretly transmitted commen-
tary of the Kokin wakashii, a medieval poetry anthology, was considered so
unique a national asset that when his life was endangered because the western
army had encircled his castle at the time of Sekigahara the appeal of a court
prince and a special rescript from the Emperor Goyozei secured the lifting of
the siege.

The most highly prized ceramics of the period were the rough, irregular
hand-shaped bowls whose integrity served as symbols of the ideals of tea.
Japanese ceramics were enriched by the fortunes of war, for many of the dai-
myo who led the armies to Korea brought Korean potters, in some cases entire
communities, back with them. In the Satsuma village of Naeshirogawa a com-
munity of Korean exiles maintained their ethnic identity and ceramic tradi-
tions into the nineteenth century, as did a group brought to Kumamoto by
Kato Kiyomasa. The greatest advances came in Saga, where Korean potters
brought by the Nabeshima daimyo discovered a vein of kaolin that became
the basis for Japan’s first porcelain. There Japanese and Korean potters worked
under the protection of the domain to produce a ware of blue and white,
originally modeled on that of Ming China, that was shipped to all parts of
Japan. Other forms of art flourished as well. A tradition of rare and radiant
beauty developed in exquisite techniques that set new standards of decorative
skill. Rimpa artists specializing in calligraphy, painting, and decorative glazes
transformed the artistic life and standards of early modern Japan.

The age was also open to the outside world to a remarkable degree. Japa-
nese traders and adventurers were to be found in many areas of Southeast
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Asia where they operated along the network of ports developed by Chinese
traders. The materials they brought back, ranging from raw materials for mu-
nitions to fine Chinese silk thread that was prized for embroidery, were eagerly
sought by the urban merchants who purveyed their wares to the military des-
pots of the castle towns and their ladies. Permits for such trade were issued
by Hideyoshi and, after him, the Tokugawa; great temples, wealthy merchants,
and frequently military lords cooperated in sponsoring such voyages. The Ibe-
rian traders and missionaries who first came to southern Kyushu in the 1540s
were followed by many more. The art and patterns they brought quickly reso-
nated with themes in Japan, and a series of “Southern Barbarian” paintings
depicted their ships, missionaries, and servants. Within decades the Kyushu
daimyo Omura Sumitada, fearing for his rule as rivals closed in on him, of-
fered the Westerners the port of Nagasaki as a base for their trade. Nagasaki
became the site of the mission headquarters with an academy for the training
of Japanese and a printing press for the diffusion of translations of literature
ranging from Aesop’s fables to Thomas a Kempis’s Imnitation of Christ. Mem-
bers of the Society of Jesus, many of them members of the feudal order in
Italy and the Iberian peninsula, chose to work among the Japanese feudality,
confident that if they won the lords and their vassals the commoners would
follow. To preach among ordinary Japanese, they reasoned, would stir suspi-
cions of subversion. In this they proved correct; a number of powerful daimyo
became converts. When missionaries of other orders—Dominicans, Au-
gustinians—joined their efforts by preaching to commoners, the Christian
community grew rapidly. By the end of the sixteenth century Catholic con-
verts may have neared 2 percent of the population, a higher percentage than
are Christian in Japan today. Unlike in China, where the Jesuits chose to
become intellectuals and scholars in order to penetrate the class of literati, in
Japan they could concentrate on their religious tasks, as the principal intellec-
tual class, that of Buddhist clergy, was in any case closed to them. Their hostil-
ity to Buddhism of every kind ingratiated them to some extent to the military
hegemons like Nobunaga and Hideyoshi who had waged relentless war against
Buddhist sectarians. They invited the Westerners to see their castles, expressed
interest in the world from which they had come, and respected the dedication
and courage of their lives. In addition, as he discovered to his sorrow when
he was betrayed by a vassal in 1582, Nobunaga, like other hegemons, could
hardly afford to relax with his own men, and it may well be that the disinter-
ested, learned, and cultivated Europeans who directed the Jesuit mission were
some of the few with whom he could interact without looking over his shoul-
der. Whatever the case, the Jesuits found the Japanese leaders fascinating and
honorable people, though they never professed to understand them fully. The
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missionaries worked hard and successfully at their studies of language; their
discretion and tact made them welcome at the headquarters of the despots
even, for a time, after Hideyoshi ruled against Christianity in 1587. The affecta-
tion of Western costume, in turn, became something of a fad at many daimyo
headquarters. Many of the conversions may have been expressions of this,
but the constancy of other daimyo converts leaves no doubt of missionary
success. Mention has been made of Konishi Yukinaga, one of Hideyoshi’s
leading generals in the Korean campaign; unable to bring himself to commit
suicide after the loss of the battle of Sekigahara, he chose capture, mockery
and execution. The Christian movement will receive further attention in a
later chapter.

6. The Spoils of Sekigahara: Tokugawa leyasu

The third of the unifiers was Tokugawa Ieyasu, who was able to seize the gains
scored by his two predecessors. He lived long enough to complete his work,
he had enough sons to relieve him of dependency on the loyalty of his vassals,
and he established a shogunate that endured until 1868.

Ieyasu’s personal history can stand as a textbook case of the insecurities
and qualities that produced leadership in the Sengoku years. He was born in
1543, the son of a petty military chief in Mikawa (present-day Shizuoka). When
he was four years old his father packed him off to a more powerful neighbor,
Imagawa, as a hostage. On the way there, however, he was kidnapped by men
of the Oda house, later to be led by Nobunaga, and held by them for two
years. When, at the age of seven, he was released, earlier plans for sending
him as hostage to the Imagawa were carried out, and he remained in that
status until his eighteenth year. By that time he had taken his first wife and
fathered a son. In 1560, when Nobunaga defeated the Imagawa in his first
great victory, Ieyasu went with the winner and fought as a Nobunaga sup-
porter until Nobunaga’s death. This permitted him to take charge of his old
family vassals and encroach on the lands of the Imagawa to his own advantage.
He was now permitted by imperial consent to change his (Matsudaira) family
name to the more ancient name of Tokugawa. The alliance with Nobunaga
brought demands that he show his loyalty by putting his (Imagawa-related)
wife to death and ordering his son to disembowel himself. Upon Nobunaga’s
death, however, he was able to seize the rest of the Takeda domains to his
north. By 1583 he was master of five provinces. He had a highly respectable
background, sufficiently so to have been worth keeping alive by his more
powerful neighbors. He was schooled in adversity. His education in marriage
politics would continue with Hideyoshi. When, after some indecisive military
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sparring the two decided to cooperate, Ieyasu offered another son to Hide-
yoshi for adoption, and accepted Hideyoshi’s sister, freshly divorced for the
occasion, as his wife.

Ieyasu developed his administrative skills while Hideyoshi busied himself
with the reduction of Shikoku and Kyushu. Then, in 1590, they embarked on
the most important military cooperation of their careers, the successful siege
of Odawara. This brought the northeast provinces of Japan into the coalition
of daimyo who now supported Hideyoshi. Hideyoshi’s reward for Ieyasu was
to order him to pack up and move, lock, stock and barrel, into the lands
newly conquered and give up his provinces in central Japan for reassignment.
This move, which must have seemed a blow at first, was ultimately to Ieyasu’s
benefit. He was now in command of the largest consolidated plain, the Kanto,
with amassed revenue of 2.5 million koku. It was foreign to Ieyasu and, more
important, to his vassals; they had no local base of support, and they were
completely dependent upon their lord. Ieyasu occupied himself with the de-
velopment of the Kantd while Hideyoshi was mustering the daimyo of western
Japan for his invasion of Korea. Ieyasu was not involved in that expensive
folly, and diplomatically urged Hideyoshi not to leave the country himself.

Ieyasu’s administrative developments in Kanto proved the perfect prepa-
ration for his exercise of national power after the battle of Sekigahara. He
placed his most trustworthy vassals in locations of strategic importance. He
set up a machinery of local administration and taxation. As his headquarters
he selected a small fortress town in the middle of his new realm instead of
rebuilding Odawara, from which the H6jo daimyo had dominated the area.
The place he chose became Edo, modern Tokyo. There he set in progress a
massive building plan that required fifteen and more years for its completion.
Swamps had to be drained. The ramparts of the great Chiyoda Castle (the
present imperial palace grounds) that rose in its center were made of giant
rocks cut from the cliffs of the Izu Peninsula to the south. To transport them
to the castle site a series of moats were cut through the coastal plain. Still
other public works were necessary for the water supply of what became, within
a century or so, the world’s most populous city.

Hideyoshi, when he sensed his death at hand in 1598, appointed Ieyasu
one of five great councillors who were to be charged with the welfare and
safety of his young son Hideyori in Osaka. Ieyasu and the others swore to
serve Hideyori as faithfully as they had served his father. Probably none of
them intended to do so, but in any case Ieyasu, with his vast and integrated
realm under control and an abundance of progeny from his wives with which
to make alliances, was best placed and most ambitious. Soon he had placed
a son, an adopted daughter, and two granddaughters with strategically placed
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families to strengthen his position. When challenged by another group of
Hideyoshi vassals led by Ishida Mitsunari, Ieyasu set in motion the events
that led to Sekigahara and victory.

Sekigahara was not, however, a line-up of pro- and anti-Hideyoshi dai-
myo. They all professed loyalty to his memory and heir. But Ieyasu was ac-
knowledged leader of the eastern host, and no one else was as well placed to
capitalize on the outcome of the battle. It was Ieyasu who had forced the issue
and dominated the fight. Even so, the successful conclusion left him with
much to do. Hideyori remained alive and well in Osaka as reminder of Ieyasu’s
pledge of loyalty, and many of the most important Hideyoshi daimyo were
still in their realms. Hideyori was only eight years old, but his rank and office
at court put him on a level with Ieyasu. Until the fall of Osaka in 1615, the
power to guarantee status was still divided between Hideyori and Ieyasu.

In 1603 Ieyasu accepted appointment as shogun, but that did not resolve
the problem of Hideyori at Osaka. Ieyasu felt it necessary to spend a year and
nine months in Fushimi, near the capital, to keep his eye on both Kyoto and
Osaka. In 1605 he passed the title of shogun on to his son Hidetada and re-
turned farther east to Sunpu in Shizuoka, but he continued to supervise the
construction of the new order; ogosho, literally “the great palace,” actually
refers to its occupant, a retired eminence, but since Ieyasu’s day it has entered
into colloquial Japanese to indicate a behind-the-scenes mover and shaker of
events. Daimyo were ordered to submit registers of their villages and maps
of their territories. In 1606 the court was told that future recommendations
of court rank and offices for military houses would come from Ieyasu. Work
began on the institutions that would distinguish the Tokugawa system for the
next two centuries.

Each of the unifiers thus built on the work of his predecessor. Nobunaga
destroyed the old order and began the process of centralization; Hideyoshi
regularized the daimyo system, but relied upon the prestige of the imperial
court instead of working out a consistent hierarchy of vassals. Ieyasu, however,
lived sixteen years after his greatest victory and concentrated on steps that
would enable his line to endure. He was able to place his five sons in a ring
of outer support and call on the practical experience of disorder and distrust
he had accumulated to work out a system of checks without balance. The
system that resulted stood until 1868.



THE TOKUGAWA STATE
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There has always been a lively argument about the nature of
the Japanese polity during the Tokugawa, or Edo, period. Eigh-
teenth-century Japanese scholars were well versed in the nature
of the Chinese state and fully aware that their own was very
different. In China the polity had progressed from “feudal” to
central under the empire. The Japanese reading of the Chinese
characters used to telegraph these systems distinguished be-
tween hoken, or feudal, and gunken, centralized government
based on districts and prefectures. By late Tokugawa times even
elementary compendia of knowledge prepared for commoners
could note that while China had started with hoken and moved
on to gunken government, in Japan the sequence had been re-
versed. Chinese-style institutions introduced into Japan in the
seventh century had produced a centralized government under
the emperor, but warrior rule had led to feudalism thereafter.
Later, familiarity with Western historical writing in the
nineteenth century was quickly followed by attempts to fit Ja-
pan’s history into world history. This produced a large volume
of writing, some of which argued the case for the Tokugawa
shogun as having had the “power of kingship” on the order of
feudal monarchs in the West. Those who agreed held that it
made more sense to compare the place of the emperor, whose
functions were ritual and who held no political power, with that
of the pope in the West. This position too had precedents in
Tokugawa days, when the Dutch representatives who traveled
to Edo routinely referred to the shogun as the “emperor.” The
documents prepared for Perry’s mission to Japan in 1853 also
addressed the shogun as “emperor.” In the early eighteenth cen-
tury the shogunal adviser Arai Hakuseki had tried to institution-
alize this by referring to the shogun as Japan’s “king” (kokua),
but Arai’s efforts did not long survive his period in office.
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The problem has its origins in the fact that Tokugawa Japan was pacified
and bureaucratized but not really unified. The daimyo domains, with their
administrative structures, armies, and fiscal systems, retained important ele-
ments of autonomy although they were dependent on shogunal favor. Edwin
O. Reischauer’s term “centralized feudalism” encapsulates this paradox and
identifies the problem: Japan was neither fully centralized nor fully feudal.
Since World War II historians in Japan have followed substantially the same
path by analyzing the Tokugawa system as a baku-han kokka, or “bakufu-han
state,” to indicate the duality between central shogun (bakufu) and regional
daimyo (han) polities. To cap these distinctions, in recent years the dissolution
of communist authoritarianism elsewhere has brought interest in the possibil-
ity that nongovernmental space can grow within an apparently closed system,
and this in turn has led to efforts to see whether the limitations on shogunal
rule at the center suffice to make it possible to consider early modern Japan
under the rubric of “civil society.” Limitations on both center and periphery,
it can be argued, created interstices in which preconditions for participatory
and limited government might have anticipated, or speeded, the changes of
modern times.

It is interesting to examine the Edo system with some of these questions
in mind, but it is necessary to begin with the assertion that the system changed
considerably over time. In the period’s first century, when Ieyasu emerged
victorious from cataclysmic battles at Sekigahara and Osaka, he and his succes-
sors stood out as the most powerful among their peers. But they did have
peers, and their victories were victories of allied armies, however hegemonic
the leader’s position came to seem. Still, the early shoguns were able to disci-
pline, reward, and punish with relative impunity. A century later, once major
feudal barons had been in place for a generation or more, dominance of that
sort was exercised less frequently, and daimyo tenure became relatively secure.
Political institutions did not move in the direction of greater centralization,
but economic integration did. The needs of peace, commerce, and communi-
cations created waves that washed over political boundaries with increasing
frequency. As conflict receded, so too did the shogun’s need or inclination
to marshal and to discipline his vassals.

1. Taking Control

Tokugawa leyasu moved carefully and systematically to exploit his victory at
Sekigahara. His goal was to structure a system that would be more enduring
than those built by his predecessors. He was in a stronger position from the
start. Nobunaga had been survived by three sons, Hideyoshi by one, but Ieyasu
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left five of his nine sons behind him. By the time he died in 1616 one, Hidetada,
had already been shogun and three others had been settled as major daimyo
in the cadet houses of Owari, Kii, and Mito, which were eligible to provide
sons for adoption into the main line in the event a shogun failed to father an
appropriate successor. Nevertheless Ieyasu’s success required astute judgment,
determination, and patience.

The first and obvious steps were disposition of the territories held by lead-
ers of the western coalition that had opposed him at Sekigahara. Eighty-seven
warrior houses were extinguished and three were reduced in size, as a total
of 6,221,690 koku of assessed land changed hands. Hideyoshi’s son Hideyori
alone found his holdings reduced by 1.3 million koku. The immediate benefi-
ciaries were the Tokugawa vassals who had served Ieyasu from the first. They
had been in charge of territories on the Kanto (Edo, or Tokyo) plain since
Hideyoshi had ordered Ieyasu to move there in 1590; several had held territo-
ries larger than those of many daimyo, but as subordinates to Ieyasu they had
not had formal daimyo status. Now that rank and title were Ieyasu’s to convey
he made this good, and the vassals were relocated to strategic points through-
out central Japan. Next, the need for additional rewards was combined with
doubts about loyalty to affect tenure in lands already granted. Kobayakawa
Hideaki, the turncoat whose defection from the western cause had sealed its
fate at Sekigahara, was enfeoffed in the great Inland Sea domain of Okayama
(Bizen), but when he died without an heir in 1602 the territory was reclaimed
and his house came to an end. This was the first time a transfer of this order
had not been related to fortunes of war, and it testified to the strength of the
central power that was emerging.

The greatest problems came with the greatest lords. Shimazu, daimyo of
Satsuma, had beat a hasty retreat to his domains in southern Kyushu after
the disaster at Sekigahara. It would have required further warfare with a deeply
entrenched leader to eliminate him altogether, and instead the arts of diplo-
macy came into play. Soon messengers were moving between leyasu’s head-
quarters and the distant port of Kagoshima. Late in 1602 a meeting was
arranged between Ieyasu and Shimazu Yoshihiro at Ieyasu’s Fushimi head-
quarters. Significantly, Ieyasu was absent in Edo when Shimazu first made the
trip, and chose to keep his guest waiting until he made a leisurely return to
Fushimi. Now it became possible for Shimazu to explain that his participation
at Sekigahara had been based on the mistaken belief that it had been mandated
by his loyalty to Hideyoshi’s son. Mollified, Ieyasu confirmed him in the rule
of his ancestral territory, and Shimazu pledged his loyalty to the new Toku-
gawa hegemon. Prior to this the imperial court had offered to invest Ieyasu
with the title of head of the shogunal house of Minamoto, only to have him
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decline, but in 1603, with Shimazu on board, Ieyasu accepted appointment as
shogun, head of the Minamoto and of the military houses, second court rank,
and Minister of the Right in the old administrative structure of honors. Two
years later he transferred the office of shogun to his son Hidetada, who led
a host of 100,000 men to Kyoto to accept the commission. The ceremonies
for Ieyasu’s appointment had followed so soon after Sekigahara that few of the
major lords (as opposed to Tokugawa vassals) were present, but for Hidetada’s
investment the retinues of almost all the major barons, including Shimazu
Iehisa of Satsuma, thronged the streets of Kyoto. Significantly, not one of
them thought it politic to combine this with a visit to young Hideyori at
Osaka.

Ieyasu, free of burdensome ritual, was now at liberty to plan the reduction
of Osaka. Toyotomi Hideyori remained in charge of Japan’s largest and
strongest castle complex in a city swollen by adherents of defeated lords whose
lands had been confiscated. It was a host increasingly desperate and fearful,
but without an unlikely military upset it was not going to get the support of
other daimyo, who saw the writing on the wall. The Shimazu capitulation
had been followed by pledges from most others who counted. The year 1611
brought oaths of loyalty from all the major daimyo who had been Ieyasu’s
peers.

As a first step Ieyasu suggested a visit with Hideyori. The boy was now
ten years old; he was being educated in the aristocratic arts of the capital,
and advised by his mother. Though his holdings had been reduced to lands
producing 650,000 koku, he remained a threat to Tokugawa legitimacy be-
cause leyasu and his peers were pledged to guard his interests. Hideyori and
his mother resisted and vacillated in responding to Ieyasu’s request for a meet-
ing, uncertain whether his professions of concern and respect for the Toyo-
tomi legacy were more than a carefully planned ruse. A meeting finally took
place in 1611, in the relatively neutral ground of the Kyoto Nijo Castle and not
at Ieyasu’s Fushimi headquarters, but it did little to improve the relationship
between the two.

Further moves focused on the imperial court, which could be expected
to see Hideyori as a balance against Ieyasu and as a guarantee of its own
influence. Hideyori had been appointed Minister of the Interior (nai daijin)
at the same time Ieyasu had received his titles; the boy seemed able and was
becoming popular at the court, and there was beginning to be talk about the
possibility of appointing him to his father’s old title of kanpaku, or regent. It
became urgent to neutralize the court and keep it out of warrior politics. This
would have been difficult for Hideyoshi, who had made such use of court
titles, but Ieyasu’s new standing as head of the military houses made it possible
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for him. In 1613 Ieyasu issued a set of instructions for the court nobility (the
kuge shohatto) that was designed to restrict court involvement in warrior af-
fairs, and particularly to prevent it from issuing promotions and titles. This
was only part of a much more ambitious program to regulate matters at court
by researching ancient documents for precedents that would settle once and
for all disputes about priority and protocol at the innumerable ceremonial
occasions that dominated the tedious routine of aristocratic life. Teyasu paid
close attention to this project as it unfolded, urged haste on those assigned
to it, and attached great importance to it. Priority in such matters would bring
pacification and eliminate rancor at court, and lessen the likelihood or need
to seek assistance from contacts within the warrior class. It would also, of
course, demonstrate his ascendancy over the court. There is also a good deal
of evidence that Ieyasu had genuine respect for the court, and that he showed
deference as well as determination in his dealings with it.

In 1613 the court nobles were ordered to be “diligent in their studies,”
arrange guard duty around the emperor’s person, resist the temptation to
wander through the streets day or night, avoid sports and games, and above
all to avoid contact with the many unruly young dandies and roughnecks
who thronged the streets of Kyoto. Moreover, it would be the shogun or his
deputies, and not the court, that would examine reported infractions of these
rules.

Meanwhile work continued on a longer code of procedure, the Kinchii
narabi ni kuge shohatto (Regulations for the court and the nobility), that was
issued immediately after the fall of Osaka in 1615." The emperor’s concerns
were to be cultural, concentrated on proficiency in the arts of peace. It then
listed the orders of priority to be observed at court, procedures to be followed
in assigning era names (nengo), and went on to specify in elaborate detail the
materials, dyes, and patterns appropriate for the several ranks involved in
ceremonial duties at court. Further regulations applying to appointments for
Buddhist primates at court-related temples (monzeki) completed the docu-
ment.

Ieyasu extended this concern for the resolution of disputes to Buddhist
temples by ordering distribution of major Ming dynasty Buddhist texts in the
hope that prelates would abandon politics for doctrine.

Nevertheless the presence of Hideyori in Osaka was a reminder that the
Tokugawa primacy was to some degree a usurpation. In 1614 leyasu decided
that it was safe to launch an attack on the castle. He used a rather thin pretext
about an imagined slight conveyed by use of the characters for his name in the
inscription on a temple bell. Some 90,000 defenders, helped by the defensive
arrangements of Japan’s greatest castle, held off an attack by twice their num-



THE TOKUGAWA STATE 37

ber. Teyasu now turned to crafty negotiation, and suggested a truce in which,
as a show of good faith, part of the Osaka castle’s defensive moats would be
filled in. As those terms were being carried out, treachery on the part of the
Tokugawa force, which obligingly provided the labor, tipped the balance. The
Tokugawa labor squads, in an excess of zeal, filled in more of the moats than
was called for by the agreement. After they were through and the attack was
renewed in the summer of 1615, things went better. When defeat was certain
young Hideyori and his mother committed suicide, the castle was put to
flames, and the problem of loyalty to the memory of Hideyoshi was laid to
rest.

2. Ranking the Daimyo

The task of rearranging the daimyo had been substantially achieved by 1615,
but the fall of Osaka left the Tokugawa free to reassign the domains that had
remained in Hideyori’s care. It now became possible to finalize the divisions
of the country.

In considering the shape of territorial disposition it is clear that the Toku-
gawa arrangement grew organically out of what had gone before. The Kama-
kura and Ashikaga shoguns had worked with and through the administrative
and territorial patterns laid down by the imperial court, and they had struc-
tured their own house band and retainers into existing administrative units,
after which they squelched attempts by aristocratic and temple networks of
Kyoto to retain control of the assets within their realms. Of the unifiers, Nobu-
naga had been ruthless in removing clerical and administrative interference
with his activities, while Hideyoshi had done his best to co-opt the prestige
of the court through his assumption of court titles. Ieyasu’s first moves, as
shown in his instructions for the court nobility, were to keep them out of
warrior politics, and in a short time he managed to hamstring the Kyoto estab-
lishment in such a way that it was probably less effective, in terms of real
power, than it had been since the seventh century.

The vassal bands that the Sengoku unifiers developed were far more inti-
mately a part of the clan structure than their predecessors had been. John
Hall has observed that throughout history Japan has alternated between famil-
ial and bureaucratic structures;’ and that with time each took on an overlay
of the other. In Tokugawa Japan this reached a high point, as fictive family
terms came to cloak most relationships of status dependency.

The house, or ie, was everywhere the enduring unit, and all obligations
were subordinated to its preservation. This was not limited to the warrior class.
In the seventeenth-century Japanese countryside large households staffed by
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subordinates with varying degrees of bondage were everywhere. The principal
tenants or servants were classed as fudai, “hereditary”; below them a network
of lesser orders with varying degrees of indentured bondage looked to their
immediate superiors as representing a quasi-paternal presence. Those who
lived alongside such a network were outsiders, perhaps of equal rank, but
inhabitants of a different universe of relationships.” In contemporary Japan
this lives on to some degree as the non-Asian “outsiders,” gaijin, move in
their own and distinctive orbit, forever “different.”

Translated to the world of Edo feudality, this brought a distinction be-
tween the traditional Tokugawa house vassals, the fudai daimyo, and the to-
zama or “outside lords.” Some had opposed the Tokugawa forces at Sekiga-
hara while others had cooperated, but as heads of completely distinct systems
of subordination and command they could never change their classification.
What was true at the high level of daimyo was even more so at the level of
ordinary samurai. Daimyo could interact, compete, and rank themselves in
relationships to the shogunal hegemon, but their vassals lived within a world
structured around the daimyo. The categories of fudai and tozama thus served
to separate the Tokugawa house from its peers. Tokugawa house vassals could
serve in the bakufu organization, while tozama were forever outside it.

To this must be added the fact that some daimyo houses retained and
even treasured long-standing resentment of defeat. In Chosha the Mori suf-
fered sharp reductions in territory after the defeat at Sekigahara (from
1,205,000 t0 298,480 koku), and one can imagine the deep-laid hope for future
revenge, particularly among the lower ranks whose members might have fared
differently in different times. Albert Craig reports a Chosha tradition in
which, on the first day of the new year, domain elders and inspectors appeared
before the daimyo to ask, “Has the time come to begin the subjugation of
the bakufu?” and received the ritual response “It is still too early; the time
has not yet come.™

A second aspect of the daimyo system as it crystallized during the Edo
period was the precision of its ranking. A daimyo was defined as a feudal lord
enfeoffed with an area assessed at the level of 10,000 koku or higher and di-
rectly invested by the shogun. This last was a crucial distinction; many vassals
of daimyo were invested with subfiefs larger than that, but they remained
rear-vassals (baishin) and moved in their daimyo’s orbit and not the shogun’s
national galaxy. A distinctive aspect of each galaxy was the way in which as-
sessed koku income (kokudaka), status rank, and military power as expressed
in army size or vassal band coincided. The kokudaka figure was based on
domain surveys conducted at the beginning of the period. It was termed the
“official” or “outer” (omote) yield of the domain; as time passed that might
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be less than the “real” or “inner” (uchi) productivity, but it remained the
measure of status rank because to alter it by bringing it up to date would
involve restructuring the daimyo’s standing relative to that of his peers and
hence involve rearranging the whole system. That standing determined every-
thing from the location and size of the yashiki, the daimyo’s Edo residence,
and particularly its entrance gate,’ to the entourage of samurai he could bring
with him to the capital, the audience chamber or gallery where he would be
seated in the shogun’s castle, and where he would line up with his peers—
in short, his quality as a feudal lord, as demonstrated by his conspicuous
consumption. It was no less important to his retainers, since it provided the
basis for their self-esteem too. It also mattered to the Edo townsmen and
merchants who had access to the handbook of heraldry, the daimyo bukan,
which listed the feudal lords, their principal vassals, their kokudaka, their her-
aldry and insignia, the size of their entourage, their mansions, and the sched-
ules of their rites of homage to the shogun, for all this was highly relevant to
the commercial dealings with the daimyo’s samurai and provided, so to speak,
their credit rating.

Officially, however, two other ratings for lords were used. One related to
the size of the domain. If it incorporated an entire province the daimyo was
a kokushu, or province holder; he could also be close to that, as a “quasi-”
province holder. Similar conditions came to apply to whether the domain
included a castle or not; postage-stamp sized principalities often did not. Con-
sequently considerations of “province” and “castle,” each made flexible by the
possibility of the further gradations “quasi” or “having the status of,” provided
instant indicators of ceremonial importance. An additional index was that of
rank in the ancient nine-step hierarchy the Japanese court had taken over
from China in the seventh century. The Edo bakufu, however, had seen to it
that the court would steer clear of the aristocratic distinctions that were so
dear to warriors trying to better themselves; in 1606 it ordered that it alone
could petition for court rank and title for warriors. In doing so it manipulated
the lists greatly to the advantage of the Tokugawa house and its affiliates.
Then, in 1611 and 1615, it went on to order the deletion of warriors from court
rosters; warrior offices and ranks were to be distinct from those for the nobil-
ity. By 1680 and after the highest ranks were largely closed to any but Toku-
gawa houses.®

It now becomes possible to examine the division of lands according to
categories of daimyo. One additional category of shogunal retainers, hatamoto
(bannermen), were of sub-daimyo level but invested separately; they were to
play an important role in staffing the bakufu bureaucracy. Shoguns made
modifications as they promoted favorites and penalized others, but by the end
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of the formative decades of the Edo bakufu the following arrangements were
in place:’

Imperial court lands 141,151 koku
Shogunal lands (tenryo) 4,213,171 koku
Shogunal sub-daimyo vassals 2,606,545 koku
Fudai and collaterals (shimpan) 9,325,300 koku
Tozama (“outside”) lords 9,834,700 koku
Shrine and temple lands 316,230 koku

It will be seen that shogunal lands totaled 6,819,716 koku, approximately one-
quarter of the national total. If to this one adds the almost ten million koku
in fudai daimyo hands, the overwhelming predominance of the Edo bakufu
is clear.

A geographic balance of power made this possible. Each of the most pro-
ductive plains of the central island of Honshu was in Tokugawa hands, and
the major fudai vassals and Tokugawa related collateral houses controlled the
access routes to Edo. The Kanto plain itself was in the hands of Tokugawa
sub-daimyo houses, most of them bannermen (hatamoto). The great tozama
houses were to be found in the west and northeast, to some degree at the
periphery of the land. Lands set aside for the imperial court, whose 137 noble
families were also assigned a koku income, were around the old capital of
Kyoto. Interestingly, the distinction between fudai and tozama was also used
to some extent within the court families.

But this overview does little to indicate the crazy quilt pattern of holdings.
The outside lords, who numbered about eighty-five, had large areas; their
lines had been established by Sengoku times, some much earlier, and they
agreed to Tokugawa leadership after Sekigahara. The greatest of them, the
house of Maeda at modern Kanazawa, was rated at 1,022,700 koku, second
only to the Tokugawa house itself. Of the sixteen largest daimyo holdings, all
but five were tozama; of those five one was the greatest of the fudai, the house
of Ii, and the other four were Tokugawa collateral houses. In all only sixteen
daimyo ruled lands assessed at more than 300,000 koku. In contrast to this
was the prevalence of petty, postage-stamp-sized domains among the fudai,
who numbered about 145. Most of them were without even a castle town
and were close to the definitional limit for daimyo of 10,000 koku assessed
productivity. The coastal area of the Nagoya plain shows this in startling clar-
ity. Its territory was a sandy spit of waterfront land. Although highly developed
as resort country today, in Edo times its productivity was negligible. Even its
high officials lived in relative poverty. Nevertheless Tawara, as the domain
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was called, was still fortunate compared with many of its inland neighbors
whose lands were isolated spots surrounded by those of other daimyo. On
the Kanto plain the holdings of the hatamoto were frequently so mangled
that villages might be divided between two fief-holders. Hence, although fudai
outnumbered the tozama by almost half, and hatamoto certainly outnumbered
fudai, in no case did their individual kokudaka approach that of the major
tozama daimyo. To complicate things further, the bakufu lands were widely
scattered; the bakufu also frequently allocated, or requisitioned, lands for one
or another infraction, and ordered neighboring daimyo to take on the burden
of running them on its behalf. It is not without reason that Kdaren Wigen has
coined the term “parcellized sovereignty” for the Tokugawa system.®

3. The Structure of the Tokugawa Bakufu

The Tokugawa house began its rule under the dominating presence of Ieyasu.
Until his death in 1616, by which time Hidetada had already been shogun
for a decade, the decisions that mattered were Ieyasu’s. Hidetada, historians
conclude, was his choice as successor not because of his brilliance but because
he could be considered careful and cautious. These characteristics, indeed,
almost cost him the succession, for he was late in arriving at Sekigahara with
his army, having waited to besiege a castle that he could have bypassed. Ieyasu
was reportedly so incensed that he refused to meet with him for some time
thereafter. Once he was shogun, Hidetada showed less sensitivity to court and
imperial wishes than his father had. He insisted on placing his daughter Ka-
zuko as consort for the emperor. A daughter, who took the throne as Empress
Meisho (r. 1629-1643), was born of this union, and became the first empress
to reign in many centuries. At the birth of the child in 1626 Hidetada and his
son, Iemitsu, who had already succeeded him as shogun, journeyed to Kyoto
where they made lavish grants of gold to nobles and townsmen alike. Ieyasu
had left the bakufu with six million ryd, the basic gold coin of the realm, in
its coffers; but that surplus did not long survive him.

Iemitsu, the third shogun, was also the first to be born as putative succes-
sor, a fact that may account for his overbearing attitude toward the daimyo.
Once he had freed himself from the restraints of his father’s advisers he sur-
rounded himself with personal friends he felt he could trust. He was a harsh
and self-centered autocrat with the feudality, but he also tried to communicate
with ordinary people by going on hawking trips alone. Informality of that
sort would have been unthinkable by the time of Yoshimune, the eighth sho-
gun, who was also fond of hawking. Under Iemitsu’s rule bakufu institutions
took on the form they would retain until the end. At the time of his death
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five of his senior aides accompanied him in ritual suicide (junshi), a procedure
that was later, in 1663, forbidden by the bakufu.

Once a shogun was invested by the court he was absolute ruler. During
his minority there might be a regent, and after he reached maturity he issued
orders through bureaucratic institutions that developed, but in theory there
was nothing that could restrain him. The more important, then, that he be
tutored in the merits of virtuous government in his youth. By Ieyasu’s provi-
sions shogunal successors were to be chosen from the three great cadet lines
of Owari, Kii, and Mito if a shogun failed to produce an heir. Yoshimune,
the eighth shogun, added three additional cadet lines from which successors
might be chosen. In the nature of things, shoguns kept a wary eye on those
houses from which competitors or successors might come, and heads of cadet
and collateral houses seldom if ever found it possible to receive appointments
of national significance. The shogunal councils were staffed by Tokugawa vas-
sals; at the highest levels by fudai daimyo, and below that by bannermen.
There were fifteen Tokugawa shoguns.

The Tokugawa Shoguns

1. Ieyasu (1542—1616), shogun 1603-1605

2. Hidetada (1579—1632), shogun 1605-1623

3. lemitsu (1604—1651), shogun 1623—1651

4. letsuna (1641-1680), shogun 1651-1680

5. Tsunayoshi (1646—1709), shogun 1680—1709

6. lenobu (1662—1712), shogun 1709-1712 (Kofu cadet line)

7. letsugu (1709-1716), shogun 1713—1716

8.  Yoshimune (1684-1751), shogun 1716—1745 (Kii cadet line)

9. leshige (1711-1761), shogun 1745-1760
10. leharu (1737-1786), shogun 1760-1786

1. lenari (1773—1841), shogun 1787-1837 (Hitotsubashi cadet line)
12. leyoshi (1793-1853), shogun 1837-1853

13. lesada (1824—1858), shogun 1853—1858

14. Iemochi (1846-1866), shogun 1858—1866 (Kii cadet line)

15.  Yoshinobu (Keiki) (1837-1913), shogun 1866—1867 (Mito/Hitotsubashi cadet line)

Note: It will be seen from this chart that cadet lines provided successors five times. On several
occasions, however, younger sons who had been adopted into related lines, and even grandsons
of previous shoguns, were adopted into the main line. In Yoshimune’s case, his status as a great-
grandson (of Teyasu) helped swing the balance in his favor.
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In accordance with the primogeniture tradition that had become firm in
Japan by Ashikaga times, the shogun was to be succeeded by his eldest son.
At the very end of the Edo period the importance of blood over ability was
emphasized by a Tokugawa vassal in discussing a succession choice: “The
peace and order of the nation are due to the dignity and virtue of the great
shogunal family, not just to the relative intelligence [of an individual shogun].
This is the custom of our empire, different from that of other countries [i.e.,
China].”® But youth and adolescence in the pampered interior of the Chiyoda
Castle was not likely to produce effective leadership. Moreover, after a success-
ful assassination attempt on the life of a high official in 1684, steps were taken
to make the shogun and his top officials less approachable; guards saw to it
that chamberlains, pages, and personal attendants were the only ones able to
approach the leader.”

This began a period in which chamberlains became central. Thereafter,
unless the shogun was a person of unusually strong personal determination
and presence, jockeying for influence between heads of bakufu councils and
personal advisers characterized Edo politics. It is notable that in almost every
case in which the shogun really counted he proved to have come to the top
through irregular, “outside” channels through adoption and not through
birth, youth, and adolescence in the Great Interior (Ooku) of the Edo Castle.
To a remarkable degree this was true in daimyo houses as well; innovative
and strong individuals were usually adopted into the main line. Not only that:
the shoguns who made a difference frequently had mothers whose plebeian
origins refreshed the Tokugawa blood line. Consider three.

Tsunayoshi, the fifth shogun, presided over the Genroku era (1688—1704),
which stands as a turning point in Japanese culture, and enjoyed a twenty-
nine-year rule as arbitrary despot."" A son of Iemitsu and great-grandson of
Ieyasu, he was probably the most scholarly of all the shoguns. Tsunayoshi has
nevertheless been ridiculed as the inu kubo or “dog shogun” for the misguided
edicts he issued to protect animals in an effort to promote compassion.'

He was a major sponsor of Confucian studies, and during his rule the
Edo court became a scholarly center of studies of Chinese and of Buddhism.
He was also notorious for the easy favoritism he showed handsome young
pages, many of whom he promoted to daimyo if they pleased him. Tsuna-
yoshi’s mother was the daughter of a Kyoto greengrocer; when her father died
she went to serve in the household of a court aristocrat, after which she was
sent as a lady-in-waiting to the women’s quarters of the shogun’s castle. There
she came to Iemitsu’s attention and bore him a son, the future shogun Tsuna-
yoshi. Since he seemed unlikely to succeed to rule, Tsunayoshi was appointed
daimyo of Tatebayashi, but he continued to live in Edo to be tutored in Confu-
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cian learning. One elder brother committed suicide, and when the other, the
shogun Ietsuna, was on his deathbed, Tsunayoshi was brought in for a bedside
adoption and succession to the rule. Thus in this case birth from a plebeian
(but highly intelligent and famously beautiful) mother and an independent
upbringing that was not geared for heading the bakufu produced a strong-
willed and intelligent, albeit idiosyncratic, shogun.

Yoshimune, the eighth shogun, provides an even better case. By any mea-
sure he was a major shogun, perhaps the most important after Ieyasu, whose
achievements he tried to emulate. He reacted against the luxury and corrup-
tion of the Genroku age by limiting himself and his staff to two meals per
day. He tried to restore martial values in his samurai corps. Concerned about
the outflow of precious metals in foreign trade, he inaugurated programs of
agricultural experimentation by importing pharmacopoeia from China. An
avid student of Chinese institutional history, he sponsored studies of Ming
dynasty law, set about revising the calendar, and did his best to import military
and technological knowledge from China and from Holland. He tried hard,
and with some success, to free himself from the conventions that had devel-
oped to keep the shogun in the recesses of the palace during most of his
waking day.

Yoshimune’s lineage on his father’s side was impeccable; he was a great-
grandson of Ieyasu and the third son of the daimyo of the Kii cadet house.
His mother, however, was of townsman extraction. She became a lady-in-
waiting, no doubt because of her beauty, but she was so low in rank that
she was not permitted to rear her son. Since there seemed little likelihood of
promotion for the young Yoshimune, he was given a petty fief with a paltry
rating of 2,000 koku, so insignificant that he had difficulty in meeting the
ceremonial requirements of his court rank. Then, following the deaths of his
two elder brothers, he emerged as daimyo of Kii (Wakayama), suddenly eligi-
ble for succession to the shogunate. Thus a fortuitous pattern of illness and
premature death in Edo and within his own paternal family made it possible
for him to be appointed shogunal regent; and from that post he was able to
maneuver for support among the rojir (senior councillors) for his elevation
to shogun. He represents another instance in which commoner blood com-
bined with unexpected mortality in high places to make it possible for a rela-
tive outsider to come to the rule.

Ienari, the longest lived of all the Tokugawa shoguns, has fared less well
at the hands of historians, who characterize his era as the “Age of the [Harem]
Great Interior” (Ooku jidai). He came into office from the (Yoshimune-
created) cadet family of Hitotsubashi, and was named heir to the childless
Ieharu at the age of thirteen. Shogun from 1787 to 1837, he first sponsored
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and then repudiated the reform program of Matsudaira Sadanobu (a grand-
son of Yoshimune) and chose instead an easygoing style of court and marriage
politics in which most of the traditional barriers of tozama-fudai distinctions
were ignored. His formal consort was the daughter of the Satsuma daimyo.
With the help of dozens of secondary consorts he sired over fifty children,
many of whom were adopted into daimyo houses. As a result a startling num-
ber of daimyo in late Tokugawa decades were half-brothers by virtue of
Ienari’s parentage. Of the powerful and self-willed daimyo of Edo days, there-
fore, the three most remarkable—and the fourth (also from Mito via
Hitotsubashi), who chose to surrender the office in 1867—were “outsiders”
and relatively free from the aristocratic inhibitions of an upbringing in the
Edo castle.

Below the shogun the Edo administration developed into a formidable
bureaucracy that came to number some 17,000 men. This was still a small
fraction of the Tokugawa and fudai retainer corps. Moreover, major posts
tended to become traditional for, and monopolized within, certain vassal
houses. The result was underemployment, alternation between several men
assigned to the same office during employment, and no doubt boredom for
the majority.

The accompanying chart showing principal figures in the Tokugawa bu-
reaucracy only begins to suggest the number of offices and those who filled
them.” The vast space of the Chiyoda Castle in Edo provided office space
for these and many more. Because most offices were held by more than one
individual, a city magistrate on duty in Osaka, for instance, would have a
counterpart in Edo.

Principal Figures in the Tokugawa Bureaucracy

Tairo (great elder)
Rojin (elders; senior councillors) (4—5) were in charge of:
Chamberlains (sobashiz)
City magistrates (for Edo, Kyoto, Osaka, Nagasaki)
Superintendents (bugyo) of finance, temples and shrines, public works
Inspectors general (ometsuke)
Kanto deputy
Masters of court ceremony
Junior Council (Wakatoshiyori)
Supreme Court of Justice (Hyojosho)
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Let us look more closely at the council of elders, the rgji. Ieyasu and
Hidetada retained as special advisers men who had served them in war and
peace, but Iemitsu set about structuring an administration that would be loyal
to him personally. In 1634 he ordered that the rojii be responsible for all mat-
ters relating to the imperial court. Ieyasu had installed a trusted vassal at Kyoto
in a post that became known as the shoshidai, and the court in turn named
a court noble (buke denso) to deal with the bakufu.

Rojin were the bakufu’s most important officials. They were in charge of
foreign policy, and they were also responsible for relations with all but the
largest daimyo. To them fell responsibility for major construction projects,
stipends for samurai who had given up or wished to surrender their land,
matters relating to the shogunal household, schedules for attendance at the
shogun’s capital, the reconstruction of castles, the retirement and succession
of daimyo, and the creation of new domains. When necessary rojiz were also
to organize daimyo to suppress rebellions. In short, all matters of national
significance were entrusted to them.

A Junior Council, the Wakatoshiyori, was responsible for matters within
the shogunal retainer band. The council was briefly abolished between 1649
and 1662, but thereafter it dealt with matters of the sub-daimyo level.

Membership on the board of rojii was restricted to fudai daimyo with
incomes rated between 30,000 and 100,000 koku. They would normally have
had previous experience as superintendents of shrines and temples, masters
of shogunal ceremony, and Kyoto or castle deputies. Thus the post was re-
stricted to the highest-ranking and most trusted of the fudai daimyo. Study
of the membership of the board throughout the period, however, shows that
it drew on a very limited number of families; the same family names appear
over and over again. It is relevant to this that, as Thomas Smith has written,
“merit appointment may have become a sore issue in the second half of the
Tokugawa period partly because rank was a more severe bar to advancement
than previously.”"

The rojii worked as a committee and reported their decisions to the sho-
gun. They served on a monthly rotation system. Even when not on duty call,
however, they were expected to be present at the castle each morning. The
duty rojii called on the shogun each morning to pay his respects. Under the
rojii a large staff of secretaries generated imposing volumes of paperwork that
had to be reviewed. The office was honored with the grant of fourth (imperial)
court rank. Roji received gifts from fellow daimyo and officials at the end of
the year, from the Dutch when they came to Edo, and from all daimyo when
they came to Edo on rotation duty. Lower officials were expected to sink
to their knees when they encountered rgjii, and even the heads of the three
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great cadet houses bowed to them. Outside the castle they enjoyed precedence
over daimyo processions. When a rojir died there was no public singing, danc-
ing, or music allowed for three days, and daimyo would send messages of
condolence. Most of the central bureaucracy reported to rgjii; they were clearly
the fulcrum of the Edo administration.

The bakufu retained within its territory each of the great cities of Edo,
Osaka, and Kyoto as well as Nagasaki. The city magistrates for the great centers
of Edo and of Osaka were also in important posts; they too operated on a
monthly alternation system, with one on duty in the Edo home office and
the other at his post. Kyoto, for the imperial court, and Nagasaki, for its for-
eign trade, were similarly governed.

Where technical knowledge was required rank became less important than
competence. The superintendents of finance (kanjo bugyo) were bannermen
with modest family stipends of 500—2,500 koku, which was augmented when
in office with a salary of 3,000 koku. They were responsible for the shogun’s
granary lands, and the various bailiffs and intendants (daikan) who adminis-
tered and taxed those lands reported to them. In all, close to five or six thou-
sand officials were supervised by the eight superintendents (bugyo), who in
turn reported to the rojis.

An office much remarked upon by writers was the intelligence service of
metsuke, literally “observer” or “inspector,” that operated at all levels, from
Ometsuke to “yokome” (“side glance™?) to keep the administration posted
on performance and apprised of political or religious subversion. There was
not a hierarchy of political intelligence centered in a single apparatus of dis-
trust, but it may well be that few administrative systems have built counterin-
telligence so prominently and permanently into all branches of their governing
structures. The injunctions against Christianity and some forms of Buddhism
provided the bakufu with excuse for checks that gave it the ability to maintain
vigilance against any kind of dissidence. At the same time the network of
inspectors made it possible to check on the performance and quality of local
administration.

4. The Domains (han)

Three-quarters of Japan was under the control of daimyo; their domains
stretched from Kyushu in the southwest to the fringes of Hokkaido in the
north. The number of domains, and of daimyo, changed throughout the pe-
riod as a result of rewards and penalties; over 500 existed at least briefly, and
at any point there were slightly more than 250. The Japanese term for domain,
han, is a modern designation and dates from the nineteenth century, as does
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the term “feudalism” in the West; it was only after people thought it unusual
or special that attention began to focus on the domain. In prewar Japan histo-
rians were preoccupied with the foundations of the imperial state, and little
study of the domain was made before the end of World War II. After 1945
there came a flood of studies of domains and analysis of the “bakuhan state”;
as three-quarters of the country were under daimyo rule, that meant that
three-quarters of the country was not under direct shogunal rule. It is essential
to look at that area.

Domains varied enormously in size and importance. The largest was that
of the Maeda house, with its capital at the city of Kanazawa and a koku rating
of over one million. But many more just passed the definitional line of 10,000
koku. Only sixteen domains had a koku rating of more than 300,000, and only
a few dozen daimyo houses managed to stay in place throughout the two and
a half centuries of Tokugawa rule.

Domains varied also in their social structure, depending on the proportion
of their population that was samurai. Some had so many samurai that the
castle town could not contain them, and in consequence allowed them to live
in the countryside. Satsuma, whose swollen military establishment of Sengoku
times was retained throughout the period, had samurai families everywhere,
forming 20 or 30 percent of the total population, while the figure elsewhere
was 2 or 3 percent, for an overall total of 5 to 6 percent including dependents.
Consequently most of the great tozama domains were relatively more highly
militarized and, with samurai scattered throughout the area, economically less
developed than the Tokugawa heartland.

We have already noted that some of the great tozama domains like Chosht
fostered a hereditary resentment of Tokugawa dominance. In Satsuma, too,
upper samurai donned their armor each year on the anniversary of the defeat
at Sekigahara and headed for their temple to meditate on that event. Satsuma
had special arrangements for the reception of bakufu inspectors that guar-
anteed that they would not learn much about the domain. Special villages
would be readied for such visits by shooing the farmers away and populat-
ing the paddies with samurai pretending to be farmers, in order to maintain
security.” On the other hand, many daimyo were grateful to the bakufu for
having authorized their rule and treated bakufu inspectors with elaborate
courtesy.

The factor of size probably provides the most important distinction
among domains. The domain of Tawara, which became famous to modern
readers through the career of the official-painter Watanabe Kazan (1793-1841),
was about as small and poor as an area could be. It was rated at 12,000 koku.
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A seven days’ walk from Edo, it had only a scruffy castle. But because the
daimyo had fought for Ieyasu from the first he was granted a location for his
Edo estate that placed him among the great Tokugawa vassals. Unfortunately
this was an extremely expensive honor for a domain consisting of 24 villages
with a population of about 20,000. There were 598 military families, 296 of
them foot soldiers; 212 were registered as temple staff, 27 for Shinto shrines,
and 32 were listed as “criminals and beggars.”

Consequently even someone near the top of the Tawara samurai structure
like Watanabe, whose family tax base was rated at 130 koku, experienced grind-
ing poverty. His family normally received less than half of its stipend. He
provides a graphic description of that hardship:

The condition of our poverty was such that I cannot do justice to it in
words. Because of our reduced food supply one brother had to be sent
out of our home to apprentice in a temple, and later to serve in the home
of a hatamoto. I was 14 when I was told to lead this little brother to Itabashi
[in Edo, where the family lived at the daimyo residence]. I remember that
in a lightly falling snow this little boy of 8 or 9 was led off by a rough
looking stranger. I recall as though it was yesterday how we both watched
over our shoulders until we were out of each other’s sight.'s

If this was true for the Watanabe family, high in the Tawara establishment,
it can be imagined what life was like for those less fortunately placed. A tiny
principality like Tawara could not constitute much of a restraint on the au-
thority of the central bakufu at Edo.

A substantial domain presented a very different picture. Tosa, on the is-
land of Shikoku, was a fan-shaped, mountainous, and relatively inaccessible
area. It was an integrated realm with natural frontiers; probably only Satsuma
was a better-integrated geographic entity. The Tosa population in 1600 was
about 200,000, although it grew to be almost double that by late Tokugawa
times. In officially rated koku productivity the domain was nineteenth in Ja-
pan. It possessed great natural wealth in its splendid forests and forest prod-
ucts like paper, and its warm bay made fishing for bonito, a major ingredient
of the diet, and whaling profitable.

Tosa had developed as a domain under a Sengoku daimyo named Choso-
kabe. In the 1580s the family head led local warriors to unite the realm. For
a brief moment he seemed likely to incorporate all of Shikoku under his rule,
but Hideyoshi thwarted those plans by defeating him in 1585. Thereafter the
Chosokabe daimyo fought Hideyoshi’s battles in Kyushu and Korea, and
joined the western host at Sekigahara. That ended his rule in Tosa. Before
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then a cadastral survey that was inherited by his successor laid the basis for
Tokugawa-era rule in Kochi. Codes of administrative procedure and law
brought the island into broad conformity with developments elsewhere in
Japan."”

After his victory at Sekigahara, Tokugawa Ieyasu granted the domain to
Yamauchi Kazutoyo. It was a striking reward for a non-Tokugawa retainer
who had played a useful, but last-minute and minor role at Sekigahara. Grati-
tude for this kindness affected Yamauchi politics into the closing days of the
bakufu. Yamauchi was the younger brother of a local grandee in Owari, where
one of the three Tokugawa cadet houses was established after Sekigahara. The
Tosa squirarchy of Chosokabe retainers, however, was mutinous at having to
acknowledge the new daimyo, and farmers also feared increased exploitation
under the new lord; they withheld their cooperation, and many fled across
the border to the neighboring domain.

The new daimyo came in with only 158 mounted men, and he found it
wise to petition for help in claiming his prize. Suppression of dissent by ruse
and by violence soon put him in control. Two boatloads containing 273 heads
were sent to Tokugawa headquarters to demonstrate Yamauchi efficiency, and
another 73 dissidents were crucified on the beach.

The Yamauchi daimyo now concentrated his efforts on the exploitation
of his realm. Major vassals were established as landed rulers, while the Yama-
uchi house retained for itself lands producing double those that had been Cho-
sokabe granary land. Similarly, Ieyasu had retained more for himself than
Hideyoshi had. A fine new castle was built at Kochi on the bay. Before long
incentives for cooperation were designed to win the cooperation of local lead-
ers, many of whom were former Chosokabe adherents, by naming some 900
of them as “country samurai” (goshi) in return for their work in agricultural
reclamation. A large-scale riparian work project to increase productivity was
undertaken by a domain official named Nonaka Kenzan. An intensive search
for revenue was necessary because of the heavy financial obligations placed
on the domain by Tokugawa building projects. With peace and no further
need for service in war, daimyo obligations could be set and measured in
large contributions for bakufu projects. New castles for the shoguns, temple
restoration, and public works of all sorts required the delivery of massive
amounts of lumber from Tosa. So heavy were those burdens that most of the
Tosa foot soldiers (ashigaru) found themselves transformed into a labor corps,
cutting and dragging giant timbers from the mountainous forests to rivers
from which they could be floated to coastal points for shipment to Osaka and
Edo."



THE TOKUGAWA STATE 53

The polity of major daimyo domains like Tosa was that of the Edo bakufu
writ small. Principal vassals were enfeoffed, their ranks infiltrated with adop-
tive sons from the main house, and set up as cadet houses. Kochi had eleven
“elders,” rojii, who rated between 1,500 and 10,000 koku in land assignments.
Another eleven chiiro, “middle-rank elders,” rated between 450 and 1,500 kokuu.
The “mounted guard” of regular samurai (umamawari), eight hundred strong,
were assigned lands between 100 and 700 koku and furnished the bulk of
officials for controlling and taxing the villages whose produce made this all
possible. The umamawari were, in other words, like the Tokugawa ban-
nermen. Upper samurai maintained residences in the castle town of Kochi as
well as on their lands, and in town their residences were neatly arranged in
order of power and income.

Before long a complex administrative structure resembling that of the ba-
kufu developed. The chief administrators were charged with relations with the
bakufu and the supervision of magistrates who dealt with county governance,
fishing villages, taxes, and temples and shrines. Inspectors toured the realm.
Separate divisions of samurai administrators were charged with governing the
domain, managing the affairs of the daimyo household and its granary land,
and maintaining and supporting the residences in Edo. As with the bakufu
fudai, leading families predominated in important posts. In the countryside,
long-standing memory and preference for the pre-Yamauchi rule kept the
Chosokabe tradition alive; it would be fanned to life by the nineteenth-century
crises in the form of antagonisms between castle-town samurai, the “insiders,”
and the country samurai (goshi) and village headmen.

Domains were called upon for cooperation in connection with building
projects, but they were not directly taxed by the bakufu. A domain lived on
the income derived from its own lands. The bakufu set guidelines for military
forces, but it had no control over domain armed forces. The bakufu could
issue instructions about permissible currency within its borders, but the dai-
myo, although he was supposed to get bakufu approval, could issue paper
money for use within his territories and could even mint copper cash. At the
end of the Tokugawa period there were hundreds of forms of exchange in
circulation, most of them limited to use within domain borders. In sum, sev-
eral dozen of the domains were very nearly independent states, with their
own armies, administrative and law codes, tax systems, and tax codes. Small
wonder that residents of a large domain like Tosa or Satsuma thought of it as a
country and could not conceive of a hierarchy of authority that extended beyond
their lord. The “han” part of the “bakuhan state” thus represented a significant
limitation on centralization and Japan’s development as a nation state.
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5. Center and Periphery: Bakufu-Han Relations

The real test of statehood for early modern Japan thus lay in the relations
between the bakufu and the daimyo domains. Among the greatest of the latter
were houses whose history of rule was much longer than that of the Tokugawa,
and it is no accident that the nineteenth-century movement for imperial resto-
ration found its leadership among such domains.

The early shoguns won their hegemony by victory in battle, and conse-
quently they were able to confiscate and redistribute daimyo lands with rel-
ative ease. In the seventeenth century, land assessed at thirteen million
koku—more than one-third of the country—was reassigned. Tozama daimyo
decreased in number and new fudai daimyo were created. The accompanying
chart indicates the scale of these changes. It thus becomes evident that daimyo
held their domains in trust and not as private possessions. The shogun in-
vested each daimyo at the time of his majority, and on the accession of each
new shogun all the daimyo swore private oaths of obedience and service.

As the Edo period went on and reassignments and confiscations dimin-
ished, however, tenure became more secure. It is customary to focus on the
fact that hundreds of daimyo were moved in the first century and a half,
but closer examination shows that with the exception of postwar settlements
approximately half of those moved received domains larger than those they
lost, that almost half experienced no change in assessed productivity, and that
in many cases of confiscation or attainder the action was taken because of
issues of succession (failure to produce a male heir—something that became

Confiscations and Changes in Daimyo Holdings, 1601—1705

Shogun No. of daimyo Tozamal fudai Confiscated land
Ieyasu 4 28/13 3,594,640 koku
Hidetada 38 23/15 3,605,420
Temitsu 46 28/18 3,580,100
Ietsuna 28 16/12 728,000
Tsunayoshi 45 17/28 1,702,982

Total 198 112/86 13,211,142

Source: John Whitney Hall, “The bakuhan System,” in Cambridge History of Japan,
vol. 4: Early Modern Japan, ed. Hall (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991),
p. 152.
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rare after permission for deathbed adoptions was granted) or personal mis-
conduct and unconscionable behavior, often listed as “madness.” In such
cases, the bakufu was clearly concerned with the maintenance and appearance
of public order.”

The Tokugawa collateral house of Matsudaira in Echizen (modern Fukui)
provides an example. In view of its strategic location as a possible avenue for
invasion of the Edo plain from the northwest, Ieyasu installed there a son,
Hideyasu, had him take the older family name of Matsudaira, and consoli-
dated nearby domains into a formidable integrated realm rated at 680,000
koku. Hideyasu’s son performed valiantly, though impetuously, in the siege
of Osaka, but soon thereafter began to behave erratically. Tales of his dissipa-
tion and wanton cruelty filtered into Edo. Worse, from the shogunal point
of view, was his display of a cavalier attitude toward his obligations in atten-
dance at Edo. Edo representatives were sent to Echizen, and the young dai-
myo’s principal vassals were warned of the possible effects of his behavior,
but to no avail. The daimyo next became infatuated with the beautiful wife
of one of his principal vassals. When she sought to evade his attentions by
taking refuge in a Buddhist convent, the daimyo ordered her son and heir to
commit suicide and confiscated the land (15,350 koku) the family had been
assigned. The rest of the family responded by joint suicide in the flames of
their residence. Hidetada, the shogun, now banished the daimyo to Kyushu,
appointed the son as successor, and reduced the domain by 130,000 koku.
Derangement continued to plague the ruling house, until Tsunayoshi, the fifth
shogun, reduced the domain again to 225,000 koku. This time a bakufu elder
was attached to the house to suspend it; ceremonial privileges—the use of
the Matsudaira name, the Tokugawa crest, the use of gilt as decoration of
saddle trappings, and use of the term “lord” (tono)—were withdrawn, and
the daimyo was excluded from attendance at the New Year’s Day ceremonies
in Edo. At the daimyo’s mansion in Edo the main gate was ordered closed
and sealed, and access was limited to the side gates. Moreover, the land that
remained to the house was now highly fragmented, much of it taken from
other daimyo. Thus public humiliation was combined with drastic diminution
of geopolitical power.” It was generations before the house was restored to
bakufu favor. By late Tokugawa wiser leadership had restored the Matsudaira
house honor, with the result that its daimyo was able to play an important
role in the politics of late Tokugawa bakufu reform.

The early shoguns also saw to it that daimyo military prowess was kept
under control. In 1615 the bakufu decreed that there should be only one castle
in each domain. At the same time it did not want military skills to diminish,
and standards of preparedness were issued for all domains. In 1649 regulations
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tried to spell this out. A domain of 100,000 koku, for instance, was to have
2,155 men under arms; of these 170 were to be mounted, 350 armed with guns,
30 with bows, and 150 with spears, while 20 were to be trained in signal flags.
Farther down the scale, a samurai with the rating of 200 koku was supposed
to maintain 5 men: himself with his horse, a horse leader, spear bearer, armor
bearer, and a porter.?! As the system of alternate attendance at Edo became
structured, standards were also set for the size of the military entourage that
daimyo could bring with them; once again the criteria were set by the koku
productivity of the domain, but this time the purpose was to lessen competi-
tive display and extravagance.

The centerpiece of bakufu control over daimyo was its codification of
rules for deportment. In 1615, shortly after the fall of Osaka, the daimyo were
summoned to receive the Code for the Military Houses (Buke shohatto). Re-
vised and augmented over time, these injunctions became the center of ba-
kufu-daimyo relations. As Harold Bolitho has put it, these laws “served notice
to all han that they were to surrender their independence in certain vital
areas.””

Daimyo were not to admit “criminals” or “traitors” within their borders,
they were prohibited from adding fortifications, or repairing old ones— “cren-
elated walls and deep moats are the causes of anarchy,” one clause read—
and they were to request official permission before arranging marriages for
family members. Suspicious activities in a neighboring domain were to be
reported without delay; but on the other hand, “since the customs of the
various domains are all different,” there should be no unnecessary contact
between neighboring jurisdictions. In its concluding admonition, the bakufu
ordered the daimyo to select men of ability for office. “If there are capable
men in the administration the domain is sure to flourish; if there are not it
will surely go to ruin.” Thus the bakufu was claiming for itself the right to
define and enforce standards of proper rule by which its vassal daimyo could
be judged.

The second version of these laws, issued by Iemitsu in 1635, strengthened
and extended these controls. In 1622 daimyo had been ordered to leave family
members as hostages with the bakufu (it will be remembered that Ieyasu had
spent his youth as a hostage). Many daimyo had been wise enough to send
hostages or come personally to Edo to pay their respects before this; Maeda of
Kanazawa, for instance, brought his mother shortly after Sekigahara. Hidetada
formalized this as an obligation for fudai daimyo in 1622, but in the 1636
regulations of Iemitsu it became institutionalized and structured for all the
daimyo as a form of military service. The sankin-kotai “alternate attendance”
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system structured daimyo life. They were assigned plots of land in Edo appro-
priate to their status. Most maintained three spacious mansions there. They
staffed them with service corps and samurai attendants, and maintained their
personal family and their principal vassals’ families at the shogunal capital.
They themselves were to come in alternate years—or, for some, alternate half-
years—to pay homage to the shogun. Begun as a system of hostages, the sys-
tem became the basis of a rotating service life for the elite. By its workings
future daimyo were born and raised at the metropolitan center and never
visited their domain until they were invested as daimyo, after which they ro-
tated between Edo and their fief. Within a generation or two the system had
transformed the military leaders of Sengoku times into cultured urban aristo-
crats trained to appreciate the finer points of the tea ceremony, cuisine, cul-
ture, and costume.

Next came requirements for the registration of commoners. The bakufu
and individual domains conducted registers of population and livestock from
an early date, but methods for combining this with guarantees against reli-
gious—Christian—subversion were worked out as the drive against Chris-
tianity intensified. The bakufu instituted registration of all residents of its
own domains at Buddhist temples beginning in 1614. As the persecution of
Christians increased in Iemitsu’s years the bakufu tightened requirements in
its own territories, and a few decades later, in 1665, domains were ordered to
carry them out as well. The following year this was strengthened to require
that registrations be carried out annually. The implementing agency was the
Buddhist temple, which was co-opted in the service of state security. Hence-
forth temple registers were submitted by village headmen and city elders to
certify there were no Christians among their numbers. The shiimon aratame-
cho, “sect investigation registers,” served as powerful measures of central gov-
ernment intervention in private life throughout Japan. The Buke shohatto also
specified that domain laws should follow those of the bakufu in broad outline.
The twenty-first regulation in the 1635 code stipulated that “in all matters the
example set by the laws of Edo is to be followed in all provinces and places.”
As this took effect there was a further resonance between the content of major
bakufu codes and those of major domains.

The bakufu thus took it upon itself to issue orders for the whole country,
as with the proscription of Christianity. Its claim to represent kogi, the public
interest, gave it the right to oversee and interfere. It issued and mounted sign-
boards, kosatsu, which appeared at conspicuous locations—intersections and
bridges—throughout the country, in daimyo as well as bakufu lands. Origi-
nally renewed when era names changed and at the accession of a new shogun,
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these remained constant from the eighteenth century on. It is significant that
the issuing authority declined in rank. They were originally issued over the
name of the bakufu rojii, but later over the name of the bakufu bugyo. The
signboards were written in simple language for the commoners, and consti-
tuted the commoner equivalent of the rules for the military houses. Some
enjoined readers to observe the civic virtues of filiality, respect, and compas-
sion; others warned against the false teaching of Christianity and the dangers
of arson and included promises of reward for information against any who
violated such prohibitions. The késatsu came to be used as basic texts in parish
schools (the terakoya), and they acquainted commoners everywhere with the
existence and will of the bakufu.

In 1633 the bakufu showed its power again by appointing a corps of some
thirty inspectors who were to monitor developments in han that seemed to
merit observation. To help them in their work the han were ordered in 1644
to submit detailed maps to the bakufu.

Sometimes these inspections could be formidable affairs. When bakufu
inspectors visited Okayama in 1764 prior to approving the succession of a
new daimyo, they ordered the domain administrators to provide them with
detailed accounts of the laws, administration, and economic conditions of
Okayama. The domain elders submitted a report whose headings, greatly
condensed, fill four pages of a modern study. In submitting it they assured
the bakufu inspectors that their daimyo ordered them to obey the shogunate’s
laws; he maintained high standards of frugality, and he was tireless in
the investigation of possible Christian subversion.” So too with transfers and
moves of daimyo; they were expected to report in full their holdings
and equipment, rather like servicemen being transferred from one unit to
another.

As time passed, however, many of these requirements became more formal
than real. Mention has already been made of the charade the domain of Sat-
suma prepared to prevent the inspectors to that distant area from learning
much about that realm. In 1651 the bakufu permitted deathbed adoptions,
thereby removing what had been the most frequently cited reason for confis-
cation: failure of the daimyo to provide a male heir. The hostage system at
Edo was given up in 1665 to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of Ieyasu’s
death, though by then the attractions of life at Edo had so far outweighed the
torpor of life in most castle towns that “voluntary” hostages were probably
almost as numerous as those that were there earlier under duress. Demands
for labor and materials for massive construction projects diminished. The call
to the daimyo for the provincial maps that had been made in 1644 was re-
peated only once again, in 169;7.
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Although some small domains changed hands frequently, transfers of ma-
jor domains became less frequent. By the nineteenth century a good many
daimyo seem to have regarded the shogunate as not so much the instrument
of a powerful hegemon as a bureaucratic council of their peers. In 1840 a
shogunal effort to force a single fudai daimyo, the lord of Shonai, to exchange
his seat for another half its size in order to benefit the son of one of Ienari’s
consorts proved unenforceable. As will be discussed below, protests against
the transfer ensued from leading commoners, local merchants, daimyo retain-
ers, and even twenty-seven fozama lords. Ultimately the order was canceled.”
Seventeenth-century daimyo and others beneath them would have known bet-
ter than to take up such concerns with the bakufu.

The pages above have concentrated on ways in which the bakufu inhibited
the freedom and performance of the domains, but it must be remembered
that the bakufu-han relationship was a two-way street and not a zero-sum
game. The two needed each other, and the relationship was more symbiotic
than antagonistic.

The bakufu kogi provided a context of stability for the han. They no longer
had to fear one another, for the bakufu set the rules of interaction and pro-
vided the court of appeal in the Hy6josho when that judicial body was estab-
lished in 1635. The Tokugawa overlordship also provided guarantees against
disruption from below by peasant rebellions and sectarians. As these grew in
scope in the eighteenth century the bakufu frequently authorized, and often
ordered, neighboring domains to help suppress the insurrections. All feudal
authorities shared an interest in keeping the countryside under control.

The bakufu and the han needed each other. Shogunal lands were scattered
throughout the length and breadth of the country, and the bakufu frequently
farmed out administration and taxation rights to han whose location made
it easy for them to play a supervisory role. In turn bakufu exactions on han
for assistance in building projects gradually came to be replaced by bakufu
assistance to han in meeting emergency food shortages that resulted from
failed crops. Loans were extended by the eighth shogun, Yoshimune, in the
early eighteenth century, in a pattern that continued thereafter. The bakufu
was supposed to claim all mines producing precious metal for itself, but these
too were frequently best left to domains to run. The northern domain of Akita
provides a startling case in point. Its mines were the source of copper ore that
was smelted in Osaka refineries and shipped to Nagasaki for foreign trade
payments to Dutch and Chinese merchants. The bakufu set stiff quotas for
production in Akita, but when the han pleaded inability to meet its obligations
the bakufu relented with loans to help the domain manage the mines and
meet its quotas.”
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6. The Tokugawa “State”

For all its imposing presence, however, the Tokugawa state was far from all-
powerful. It controlled foreign affairs and foreign trade and legislated against
foreign subversion like Catholic Christianity, but it had no central national
treasury or tax codes. Its Hyojosho functioned to some extent as a court of
final appeal in disputes between rival domains, but the institution was only
one of the many duties of the rojit and there was no national judiciary. Public
justice was imperfectly administered, particularly among the samurai class,
who were responsible to their domain authorities. Private justice was permissi-
ble, indeed honorable, for those who applied through the proper channels.
Blood feuds were permitted to settle outrages that crossed domain borders.
One source lists 113 instances in which private vengeance was authorized, car-
ried out, and properly reported; of these 30 were carried out by nonsamurai,
4 of whom were merchants.” The bakufu established five major national high-
ways over which it asserted authority and laid down rules for support from
villages along those routes, without regard to daimyo authority, but it had no
national communications system and no national constabulary.” Even the
bakufu army was only one, admittedly large, force among others, and bakufu
efforts to coerce depended upon the cooperation of its vassals’ armies. When
that cooperation was withheld in the 1860s the bakufu gradually declined to
the status of a regional power. Economic change and internal commerce led
to a great increase in the integration of the economy, particularly in central
Japan, but no political advances accompanied this. The great lords, tozama
and cadet houses alike, were systematically excluded from participation in
national affairs. Trade between major domains was discouraged by the bakufu
and by domains that strove for mercantilist self-sufficiency.

As a result it is not surprising that attempts to classify the Tokugawa state
by historians continue to differ. One student of early Tokugawa, focusing on
the first half century with its strong shoguns, argues that even then, although
power was concentrated, it was in the collective body of daimyo and not at
the center. “The Tokugawa shogunate was not conspicuous in public life,”
she argues; there was no police force, no general levy for war, no organized
concern with social welfare, nor for schooling or health. There was no cen-
tral code of law. The bakufu created no judiciary, assembled no bureaucracy,
and opened no public treasury. It capitalized on medieval forms of personal
political attachment, utilized marriage and adoption as instruments of alli-
ance, and continued the familial pattern of a prebureaucratic order. Gift giv-
ing, more than law giving, characterized interpersonal relations at the level
of the elite.”
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Others differ. Basing himself on the longer perspective of the entire Edo
period, James White reminds readers that the “absolute” states of early mod-
ern Europe were themselves only relatively so. What was unique about Japan
was the lack of imperatives for strengthening central power beyond what had
been necessary to achieve the goals of the seventeenth century. Japan was not
part of a competitive state system and not subject to military threat. It faced
no requirements of increasing its central power beyond the modest incentives
of preventing insurrection by unarmed peasants. Consequently its central
power waned in centuries of peace despite the growing centralization of the
larger political economy.”

With time, however, the peasantry became more of a threat than it had
been in the seventeenth century. By the middle of the eighteenth century the
bakufu became increasingly concerned with popular protest and ordered
neighboring domains to cooperate in suppressing it. In the middle decades
it issued a series of regulations for handling and reporting incidents along
with new bans on unauthorized gatherings. With this came a greater interest
in law and a new structuring of procedures for housing and representing liti-
gants at the Edo courts. These matters will be taken up after further discussion
of social and economic change, but can be mentioned here as evidence that
the bakufu became more conspicuous than it had been.

The two positions that have been sketched here, the one doubting and
the other affirming the validity of addressing the Tokugawa structure as a
“state,” say something important about the problem of perspective or point
of reference. For a historian judging the Tokugawa period from the perspec-
tive of its antecedents and its establishment, the crisp and confident categories
of power in which it can be described at the time of its fall will seem anachro-
nistic and misleading. The late Tokugawa state was significantly different from
that political order at its birth: things looked different, they were spoken of
in a different way, and they were in fact different. Something very important
had taken place in the eighteenth century.

It has already been noted that the term han is one of late Tokugawa use
and that it did not become standard until the late Tokugawa days. But recent
studies by Japanese historians extend this caution to the other terms that have
been used here: bakufu was seldom used before the Tokugawa state began to
near its end; “court” (chotei) was not restricted to Kyoto but used of Edo also;
and “emperor” (tennd), which had fallen out of use in the thirteenth century,
made its reappearance in the early nineteenth century.”

Most Tokugawa period writers spoke of authority as kogi (imperfectly ren-
dered here as “public matters”), and that centered in Edo so clearly that it
was frequently used almost interchangeably with the chotei later reserved for
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“imperial court.” That entity itself, without a political role and as much place
as person, was a mysterious and forbidden entity referred to as kinchiui or kinri.

These studies make it clear that terms like bakufu, court, and emperor
convey a clear definition of subordination that was the creation of late Toku-
gawa Confucian scholarship associated with Mito ideologues, of whom more
will be said later. Their scholarship laid the theoretical basis for the “imperial”
ideology with which the modern state was launched. Uncritical use of these
terms to describe Japan before the nineteenth century, it is argued, risks dis-
tortion by making clear what were in fact quite indistinct outlines of power
and prestige. Worse, they risk perpetuating the emperor-centered, praise-and-
blame history that dominated the textbooks of prewar Japan. In terms of the
discussion at hand, these points, by reminding us that Edo period contempo-
raries thought of the shogun’s system as authority and were less conscious of
the court-bakufu dualism than later historians, would strengthen judgments
about a Tokugawa state.

The historian, however, needs terms to serve as pointers for the journey
through Japan’s early modern period. What is needed is the realization that
the landscape of that passage is in the process of gradual but steady change.
The thrust of terms will change with time, and they must be made to serve
analysis but kept from distorting it.

Whatever the changes in terms we use to describe power relationships
within Japan, there can be no question that Japan’s protected position on the
fringe of the East Asian world had profound consequences for the develop-
ment of its political order. It is now necessary to turn to the international
dimension of the Tokugawa system.
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A Tokugawa period wood-block map of Nagasaki, printed for
popular sale, shows one of the world’s most beautiful harbors
(see illustration 4). The city itself is shielded from ocean storms
by low mountains that enclose the bay to the north and west.
The map’s legend indicates distances to other centers: Kyoto,
120 71 (1i = 2.44 miles) by land and 248 by sea; Edo, 332 by land
and 4y0-plus by sea; Kumamoto, 35 by land, 46 by sea. The
mapmakers add ships in the harbor to make things more attrac-
tive: one Dutch ship is at anchor, another, towed by a line of
small Japanese ships, fires its guns in salute; one Chinese junk
is identified as “Nanking,” another as “Fukien.” There are also
guard ships, identified as part of the fleet of the lord of Hizen,
who was charged (in alternation with the lord of Fukuoka) with
the security of the port; many smaller scows are for freight. At
the center right of the map, and quite out of proportion, is a
curious, fan-shaped island connected to the mainland by a
curved bridge. This is the artificial island of Deshima (see also
illustration 5), prepared for the Portuguese and inherited by the
Dutch in 1641. It is the center of Nagasaki lore, and the
mapmaker/artist has expanded its dimensions out of deference
to its importance. To the south is a second artificial fill that
served as loading area, also connected to the mainland by a
stone bridge that leads to a walled and moated area designated
as tojin yashiki, or the Chinese quarter.

These two foreign enclaves, the center of Tokugawa foreign
trade, were what made Nagasaki unique in Japan. As the early-
eighteenth-century Confucian scholar Ogya Sorai wrote, “Na-
gasaki is a place where eastern barbarians [Japanese] and Chi-
nese associate, where ocean-sailing ships come to port; it is the
port of a myriad goods and strange objects, where people from
the five directions gather, abandoning their homes and coveting
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profit; it is the first place of our land.” Ogyw, Confucianist that he was,
thought poorly of those who worked for money and profit, but he was in the
minority in that respect. Thara Saikaku, whose prose writings were the rage
among townsmen at the turn of the century, thought better of financial drive.
He rhapsodized about the overseas ventures possible in the early Tokugawa
years and argued that “to turn from Japan to risky speculations in the China
trade, sending one’s money clean out of sight, needs boldness and imagina-
tion. But at least a Chinese merchant is an honest man, and keeps squarely
to his promise: the insides of his rolls of silk are the same as the outsides, his
medical herbs are not weighted with worthless ballast, his wood is wood, his
silver is silver, and none of it changes as the years go by. For sheer duplicity
one need go no farther than Japan.”” Nagasaki was where it all took place,
and the exotic center to which one could come to see foreigners, Dutch and
Chinese, albeit at a distance.

The system within which the Tokugawa bakufu kept out most foreigners
has highlighted most accounts of the period. Many writers have described
Tokugawa Japan as a country hermetically sealed off from the rest of the
world, and in consequence exaggerate the importance and achievement of the
nineteenth-century “opening.” Textbook titles like Japan before Perry and Ja-
pan since Perry contribute to this misconception. One would think there were
no foreigners and no foreign policy in Tokugawa Japan.

In fact there was a foreign policy, and it is because it was concerned more
with Asia than with the West that Western writers have used terms like “seclu-
sion” and “isolation.” It was also a policy in constant change. Throughout
the period, although limitations on foreign trade became more exacting, pol-
icymakers focused their fears more on the West than on Japan’s Asian neigh-
bors. It can be argued that the famous decrees that closed the country were
more of a bamboo blind than they were a Berlin wall.

1. The Setting

The Tokugawa rise found Japan vitally affected by the process of empire and
nation building of the maritime states of western Europe, by the Reformation
and counter-Reformation in Europe, and by the tides of dynastic change in
Asia.

It began with the maritime explorations sponsored by Henry the Navigator
of Portugal. His ships rounded the coast of Africa to find the sources for the
riches of the spice islands of the East that had previously been brought by
Arab ships to Venice for transshipment to the West. In the mid-sixteenth
century the Portuguese established themselves at Malacca and then at Macao;
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Magellan’s Spanish fleet entered Philippine waters shortly afterward. The
wealth in bullion the conquistadors seized from the mines of Central and
South America justified ever wider probes.

The Chinese economy was as eager for silver as was that of the Iberian
peninsula, for China was in the process of shifting to a tax system based on
silver. Trade was stimulated by the exchange of textiles. Ships from England
and the Low Countries sought markets for their woolens and returned with
spices and silks; the fine silk thread that came from China was keenly sought
by the tailors who prepared the gorgeous costumes of the wealthy who stare at
us from Renaissance paintings. Together Iberian and northern European ships
broke the monopoly of Arab traders who had supplied the merchants of Venice
with these goods. European guns that bested Arab navies, as the Portuguese did
at Diu in 1509, were soon turned against one another as well. Freebooters from
northern Europe like Francis Drake seized what they could not purchase. The
revolt of the Protestant Netherlands against Catholic Spain brought with it
Spanish efforts to subdue all of Protestant Europe and added ideological and
religious sanction for violence and greed. During the English war against Spain
more than one hundred privateers plied the oceans in search of prey.

This maritime competition soon extended to the seas of Southeast Asia.
There a trading network had been developed by Chinese junks. After the Ming
dynasty lifted its ban on travel overseas in the 1560s, close to a hundred large
vessels, containing some 20,000 tons of cargo space, sailed to Southeast Asia
every year. In the words of one authority, “they brought thousands of pieces
of silver back from Manila as well as tropical products. At Jakarta (which the
Dutch renamed Batavia) the Chinese fleet in the early seventeenth century
had a total tonnage as large or larger than that of the whole return fleet of
the Dutch East India Company.”® With the goods came Chinese immigrants,
and as the colonies grew a network developed into which Japanese traders,
and after them the Europeans, could fit. The Chinese chain of trading posts
throughout Southeast Asia thus served as the basis for Portuguese, Japanese,
and Dutch trading activities in the area. Much of the activity that took place
can be understood as the securing and maintaining of access routes for the
transport of Japanese and New World silver to China and Chinese silks to
Japan: more and finer silks for Japanese merchant princes, who supplied the
warlord armies of Japan; more richly embroidered garments with family crests
for the affluent warriors, and the glories of Momoyama design for the ladies
at the daimyo courts. European ships competed with these junks. They fre-
quently assaulted them and stole their cargoes, but they also utilized the net-
work of bases and shipping lanes that had grown in response to the needs of
the Chinese traders.
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In the sixteenth century the Protestant Reformation shook the Christian
order in Europe and combined with the personal and political goals of
monarchs to shatter what had once been Christian unity. Catholic Counter-
Reformation monarchs struggled to regain and enlarge the ground that had
been lost, and after mid-century they made spectacular gains in Asia. In 1540
Loyola’s Society of Jesus, manned by committed and able priests who were
frequently drawn from restless and adventurous members of the minor nobil-
ity, began an advance that led it to the portals of India, China, and Japan.
The knowledge and technology of early modern Europe contributed to this
growth. Portuguese ships brought with them new instruments of navigation
and of warfare as well as agents of the Counter-Reformation. Missionaries,
trade, and war led to bases on the edge of the great states of Asia—Goa, in
India, Malacca, in Malaya, and Macao, in China—from which probes could
be launched to test the classic centers of Asian civilization.

Enthusiasm for conversion intersected with political change in Europe.
Marriage politics joined the Portuguese and Spanish thrones in 1580. Soon
succession to the Holy Roman Empire combined Iberian with Habsburg ex-
pectations. All of this found echo in East Asia. Spanish Franciscans and Do-
minicans contested the Portuguese Jesuit monopoly, and Anglo-Dutch Protes-
tants stood prepared to profit from Japanese rulers’ fears of becoming a base
for struggles not their own. A glance at the chart of principal dates and events
will show how direct an impact world politics had on Japan.

In the sixteenth century commercial and political ferment also brought a
renewed rise of trade and piracy in Japan. Fleets of buccaneers based on islands
off the coast of Kyushu ravaged the coasts of China and Korea. Private ship-
ping ventures sponsored by Japanese feudal lords and wealthy temples began
to participate in the trading network established by Chinese ships in Southeast
Asia. After the middle of the century the guns the Portuguese had brought
helped to speed the process of unification in Japan. More powerful central gov-
ernments were gradually able to put an end to the freebooting of neighboring
coasts. Then, at the century’s end, the conqueror Hideyoshiadded a new dimen-
sion to the violence as his armies ravaged Korea in their failed effort to invade
China. At the same time Hideyoshi did his best to encourage foreign trade by
granting permits to merchants for overseas voyages. The first of these authoriza-
tions, the shuinjo, were issued in 1592, the year his armies attacked Korea; they
authorized voyages that ranged from Taiwan to Thailand and Macao to Manila.
Hideyoshi thus replaced unorganized piracy with organized warfare, and piece-
meal trading by ships bearing the unifier’s vermilion seal (shuin).

Hideyoshi also turned against the missionaries, and ordered them out of
Japan after he conquered Kyushu in 1587. His edict announced that Japan was
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the “land of the gods,” and that the diffusion from a kirishitan country of a
“pernicious doctrine was most undesirable.” The fathers (bateren, padres)
were to leave within twenty days. But trade, he made clear, was a different
matter. “As years and months pass, trade may be carried on in all sorts of
articles.” As before, all “who do not disturb Buddhism” could continue to
travel freely.* Some of the missionaries left; but most did not. At Nagasaki
some Jesuits considered organizing daimyo followers for an uprising, but it
fortunately never came to light. By 1597, however, an increasingly exasperated
and unpredictable Hideyoshi had become obsessed with fears of political dif-
ficulties arising from Christianity; converts, who included several prominent
daimyo, might prove responsive to claims other than his, and Franciscans,

Principal Dates in Foreign Relations, 1497—1648

1497 Vasco da Gama rounds Cape of Good Hope

1509 Portuguese victory over Arab fleet at Diu

1540 Society of Jesus founded

1542—1643 Portuguese land at Tanegashima south of Kyushu

1557 Portuguese established at Macao

1567—1648 Revolt of the Netherlands

1580 Union of Portuguese and Spanish thrones under Philip II

1588 Defeat of Great Armada

1600 Arrival of Liefde (Will Adams, pilot) in Japan; English East India

Co. (EIC) founded

1602 United Dutch East India Co. (VOC) founded

1609 Dutch factory established at Hirado; Ieyasu grants trading rights

1609 Japanese-Korean treaty reestablishes trade

1613 EIC establishes factory, also at Hirado

1620 Date (Hasekura) mission returns from Europe

1623 EIC abandons Hirado factory

1623 Portuguese limited in residence

1634, 1635, First three seclusion decrees; Deshima prepared for Portuguese
1636

1635 Chinese restricted to Nagasaki

1637 Shimabara rebellion

1640 61 Portuguese put to death

1641 Dutch ordered to Deshima

1648 Treaty of Westphalia ends European war
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Dominicans, and Augustinians, who preached to ordinary Japanese instead
of associating with the military elite, were finding a good response to their
teachings. That year twenty-six Franciscan missionaries were executed at Na-
gasaki, their bodies left to rot on their crosses. After Hideyoshi’s death a year
later, however, all major daimyo were preoccupied with the problem of suc-
cession. For a time Christians enjoyed a respite and their numbers even
seemed to grow, but the grounds for political and ideological assault against
the imported faith were being laid.

Hideyoshi’s invasions of Korea also speeded the political and military dis-
integration of Ming China, which was soon to be tested by new invasions
from the north. Manchu armies began to threaten first Korea, and then China
itself. As Manchu armies subdued the heartland of Ming dynasty China, hold-
out forces on Taiwan and the southern coast sought help from Japan. The
years in which Tokugawa rule developed thus saw enormous changes in world
affairs. Communications were slow, of course, and no country was fully in-
formed about events far beyond its borders. Nevertheless the new technology
and navigation brought an end to the isolation that had prevailed. Europeans
knew of warlord politics in Japan, church leaders followed the progress of
Christian emissaries in Asia, and the Tokugawa founder Ieyasu struggled to
secure the benefits of foreign trade without letting it enrich his rivals or under-
mine his own security. Western and Chinese traders were in Japan, Japanese
trading ships were in Southeast Asia, and groups of Japanese settlers and ad-
venturers could be found as far away as the Thai capital of Ayuthia. “Chi-
natowns” appeared along Japan’s coasts. Japan’s new rulers had need of a
foreign policy.

2. Relations with Korea

In late Tokugawa times shogunal officials spoke as though it had from the
outset been a cardinal point of shogunal policy to repulse Western overtures
for trade and professed their inability to change it out of respect to the sainted
founder who had established the great Tokugawa peace. In fact nothing could
be further from the truth. The Tokugawa years began with energetic efforts
to encourage trade and international relations. It was only after Ieyasu’s death
in 1616 that things began to tighten up.

Ieyasu’s first problem was to undo the results of Hideyoshi’s disastrous
adventure in Korea. As the leading daimyo in Japan, second only to Hideyoshi,
he had to be aware of the ghastly toll in men and treasure the Korean invasions
had taken. Of the approximately 158,000 men who crossed over to the penin-
sula, probably one-third failed to return. For the Korean side, of course, the
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cost was higher still due to the ferocity of Hideyoshi’s orders for vengeance
after he was undeceived about the peace negotiations with China.

After his victory at Sekigahara Ieyasu thus indicated a wish to negotiate.
Peace was declared in 1605. Two years later a Korean mission of 504 men
came to honor the accession of Hidetada as second shogun, and then went
on to Sunpu to visit Ieyasu. Now came talks that resulted in the Treaty of
Kiyu in 1609. By its terms Japan was permitted to resume trade with Korea,
but while trade had previously been permitted at three ports it was now re-
stricted to Pusan. There the Japanese were kept in a special quarter, the wakan,
living under conditions somewhat comparable to those that were to be experi-
enced by the Dutch and Chinese at Nagasaki later in the century. Japanese
were closely monitored and denied permission to leave the quarter, and they
could never venture closer to Seoul.

The bakufu delegated the management of these relations to its vassal So,
the daimyo of Tsushima. For Tsushima, Korea was the foundation of its
wealth and importance. The domain was rated at only 5,000 koku, and the
greater part of that income derived from its monopoly of trade with Korea.
Studies of that trade by Tashiro Kazui make clear that the trade was lucrative
for Tsushima and important to the bakufu.’ Initially the Japanese traded silver
bullion for Korean shipments of white Chinese silk thread. Even after the
export of bullion from Nagasaki was prohibited, an exception was made for
the Tsushima-Korea exchange. Naturally the trade was vital for Tsushima.
The daimyo’s vassals derived their chief income from the trade, and one even
forged a bakufu letter to Korea to help it along. Tsushima’s sponsored mer-
chants operated sales centers in Nagasaki, Kyoto, and Edo. As urban culture
and wants developed in Japan, the import of ginseng, a medicinal root, played
a large part in the shipments, and when the cultivation of ginseng developed
in Japan in the latter part of the eighteenth century it had distressing effects
on the Tsushima economy.

There were no formal Japanese missions to Korea, although Tsushima was
ordered to send one in 1629, but twelve major Korean missions came to Japan
during the Tokugawa years. Most of these, and all of those after 1655, came
to mark the accession to rule of a new shogun. The bakufu made much of
these visitors, parading them the length of the land to Edo and often on to
the shogunal tombs at Nikko. By this means it showed daimyo and common-
ers alike that it was an important regional power with its own distinctive world
order, and not a satellite orbiting within the Chinese world.®

Major Korean embassies, the fsiishinshi, were imposing events involving
three hundred to five hundred people. The Koreans took these very seriously,
for they were cultural as well as diplomatic in purpose. There are thirty-four
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travel diaries written by Korean members of these missions. Cultural creden-
tials were as important as diplomatic formalities. A diary written by a member
of the mission in 1764 describes his audience with the Korean king, who inter-
viewed candidates and had them compose lines of Chinese poetry within a
fixed time limit to make sure that they would be able to hold their own when
exchanging, and competing, with their Japanese hosts.

In fact they more than held their own, for the Koreans were closer to the
Chinese cultural tradition than the Japanese. The Koreans tended to disdain
their vernacular hangul writing system in favor of classical Chinese, while for
their Japanese hosts Chinese was an acquired literary language that supple-
mented writing in Japanese kana syllabary. Consequently one finds even ac-
complished Tokugawa scholars like Arai Hakuseki (1657-1725) eager to have
the Koreans think well of his Chinese poems. When a Korean embassy visited
Japan in 1682, Arai wrote that he sent to ask the “three leaders of the embassy,
who were fine scholars, to write an appreciation of a collection of a hundred
verses of occasional poetry I had composed”; the Koreans courteously asked
to meet the poet, and the young Arai was gratified to have one of the visitors
send him a foreword he had written for the collection.” Some years later the
daimyo Maeda Tsunanori, a formidable scholar in his own right, noted that
after a study group working on Ming law got into trouble they found it neces-
sary to consult Koreans; “no one,” he wrote, “had any idea what it meant,
but the question was put to Koreans, among others, and at length some under-
standing was gained.”®

Koreans also served as transmitters in Tokugawa studies of the neo-Con-
fucian scholarship of China. The works of the Korean scholar Yi Hwang (1501
1570), better known by his honorific Yi T’oegye, circulated widely among Japa-
nese scholars and acquainted many with what was to become a principal
strand of Tokugawa thought. Korean medicine also attracted wide interest in
Japan. From the first it was usual to include doctors with each Korean mission,
and question-and-answer sessions with the physicians were held along the
routes of travel. Nor did it end there. As has been mentioned, many of the
daimyo who invaded Korea at Hideyoshi’s orders brought back with them
groups of potters, a craft in which Koreans had excelled since medieval times.
In the domain of Saga, Korean potters brought knowledge of the clays and
glazes that made possible Japanese production of blue slipware porcelain that
rapidly became highly prized and widely used. The simple blue-and-white
designs called karakusa, “Chinese grass,” were soon shipped to all corners
of Japan, and the secret of its production, rigidly guarded by the domain
government, became a significant share of the cash income of the domain.
Before long this ware made its way (via the port of Imari, for which it became
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named) to Nagasaki, whence Dutch merchants brought it to Europe. By the
eighteenth century Delft, Meissen, and Worcester kilns were offering Euro-
pean versions of its glazes and patterns. In Satsuma, too, a smaller group of
Korean potters located at Naeshirogawa performed a similar function in the
production of earthenware ceramics; as late as the 1860s a visiting samurai
wrote of his surprise at finding a community of potters set off by language
and costume from the villagers who lived around them.

Thus it is clear that relations with Korea remained an important thread
throughout the Tokugawa period. The volume of the trade declined, to be
sure, and as bakufu finances worsened the regime became less enthusiastic
about hosting major embassies. The last embassy sent, in 1811, did not get
beyond Tsushima. But that slowdown affected Tsushima finances more than
it did the formal Korean-Japanese ties.

Over time the intense hostility and fear of the early years, when the tsiishin-
shi were charged with making sure that Japan was not planning another inva-
sion, gradually gave way to equanimity and moderate good feeling. Mention
has been made of Arai Hakuseki. A contemporary of his was Amenomori
Hosha (1668—1755), who studied Korean in the Japanese community at Pusan
and prepared a language textbook that was used into the nineteenth century.
On the Korean side there was Sin Yu-han, who visited Japan in 1719 as part
of the mission that was sent to congratulate the shogun Yoshimune on his
accession to rule. He noted in his travel diary that “a rush of people wanted
to have my poetry; they piled papers on my desk to ask me to write something,
and although I wrote for everyone who asked the papers continued to pile
up like firewood.” Requests were particularly numerous in Osaka; “sometimes
I could not sleep until dawn, or I was kept from eating, by these people.
Japanese respect our writing as though we were gods, and keep them as trea-
sure. Even a miserable palanquin bearer is happy to have a Chinese character
written on a piece of paper by a Korean envoy.” Sin was not, however, im-
pressed by what he saw of Japanese classical scholarship, and he was disturbed
by a lack of formal reverence for Confucius. He found no shrines for the
worship of Confucius at schools, and he deplored the absence of formal fu-
neral dress to observe the death of parents or of monarchs, noting sadly that
“they are born with good natures, but they do not know the Way.” On the
other hand, he was overwhelmed by the evidence of urban prosperity he saw.
In Osaka the road was “full of spectators. I am dizzy with its splendor, so
dazzled that I cannot count the number of villages through which we have
passed.” In Kyoto he found the T6ji temple “decorated with gold and silver”
and described his emotions on traversing “miles of streets with beautiful street
lamps.” He fancied himself “in a dream paradise.” In Edo, where missions
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were paraded through the heart of the city, “long buildings along the road
are shops of merchants. Spectators’ clothes are so colorful that I think Edo
is much more prosperous than Osaka and Kyoto.” As a good Confucian Sin
felt obliged to deplore this as materialistic, but as an observer he concluded
that even Japanese villagers were rather well-off.’

It would be pleasant to conclude that old enmities and complexes had
been put aside and that the two countries now saw each other as equals, but
there are disquieting signs that suggest that old attitudes lived on. Sin Yu-han
recorded a conversation with Amenomori Hosha in which each complained
about the other’s view of his country. We have been friendly with Korea for
some time, Amenomori said, but Korean books still refer to us as pirates;
how can this be? Well, said Sin, those books were probably written after the
Japanese invasion of Korea, so it’s quite understandable. Still, how is it that
Japanese refer to us as Tojin (Chinaman)? Well, responded Amenomori, by
law we are supposed to call you Chosenjin (Koreans). But because of your
similarity to Chinese, we usually call you Tojin; this means that we respect
your culture. Unfortunately, Amenomori was disingenuous, for Tojin had
become a generic term for foreigner, which ordinary Japanese applied even
to Westerners. Worse still, only a few years before this the diary of the Dutch
mission head in Nagasaki notes of a summer day that “this day commemorates
their victory over the Koreans, whose country they turned into a tributary
nation.”" In other words, in Nagasaki the Japanese were explaining to the
Dutch that they were celebrating Hideyoshi’s “victory” over the Koreans and
that Korean missions were those of a tributary state.

3. The Countries of the West

Ieyasu was no less eager to continue and expand trade with the West. His
options had increased with the coming of the Dutch and English, who brought
with them the rivalries and hatreds of seventeenth-century Europe. Will Ad-
ams, a Cornishman who arrived as pilot of the Dutch ship Liefde in 1600,
remained in Japan until his death in 1620. He was the beneficiary of favorable
treatment from leyasu and Hidetada, and enjoyed relatively high status: a
small fief, a family, and the opportunity to profit from shuinsen (vermilion
seal ship) voyages. Meanwhile he also supported his wife and family in Eng-
land, and in his will divided his estate between the children of the two families.
Ieyasu seems to have found him interesting and useful, for Adams broke the
monopoly on news about the Western world previously enjoyed by Iberian
missionaries and the interpreter Rodrigues.!! The English East India Company
(EIC) was formed that same year of 1600, and for a time Adams was in its
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employ as a consultant. The Dutch United East India Company (VOC) was
chartered two years later through the union of a number of smaller trading
companies.

The companies were virtually independent principalities. Their directors
were empowered to wage defensive war, build forts, conclude treaties of peace
and to enter into alliances, all in the interest of expanding their trade. In its
early years the VOC became a particularly formidable power. By 1648, the
year the war for independence against Spain ended, Holland was in fact the
greatest trading country in the world, carrying three-quarters of the trade in
Baltic grain, the same proportion of the trade in Scandinavian timber that
made Dutch shipbuilding possible, and much of the trade in Swedish metals;
then there was salt from France and Portugal that went to the Baltic, and
cloth that was finished in Holland and sold throughout Europe. Soon the VOC
became the largest importer and distributor of spices, sugar, and porcelain as
well. In so doing it ran into direct competition with Portuguese ships that
came from Macao and Spanish ships that came from Manila. In the seven-
teenth century Dutch trading stations and maritime power saw the United
West India Company, the counterpart of the VOC, establish forts and bases
in Brazil, the Caribbean islands of Curagao and Surinam, and the east coast
of America with New Amsterdam, while the VOC extended its network of
trade and power to South Africa, Ceylon, India, Australia, Java, and Taiwan,
where the factory (as trading posts headed by a chief factor were called) of
Zeelandia, established in 1624, was planned as a stable base that could rival
Macao and guarantee steady trade with Japan.

The union of the Portuguese and Spanish thrones in 1580 came at a time
when the United Provinces of the Netherlands were waging their war of inde-
pendence from Spain. Followed soon by the threat Philip II's Great Armada
posed to England in 1588, this union made possible Dutch and English cooper-
ation and occasional alliance against Iberian power in the Pacific. Dutch and
British companies established nearby bases at Surat, in India; on Java, where
Batavia (Jakarta) was founded in 1619, and in Japan, where both companies
settled on Hirado, a port north of Nagasaki, the Dutch in 1609 and the English
in 1613. Dutch and British ships used Hirado as their base for several assaults
on Spanish power and shipping outside Manila, and the Dutch also struck
against Portuguese Malacca and gleefully raided the larger and more unwieldy
Portuguese carracks wherever they intercepted them. Piracy and privateering
were the expected manner of procedure. Chinese junks were also inviting
targets, especially if they were plying between ports controlled by Spain or
Portugal; they were spared only if they carried shuinjo issued by the shogunate,
which took a dim view of violence where its own profits were concerned.
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This was the setting in which Ieyasu had to make decisions about foreign
policy and trade. The great Portuguese ships that came from Macao had long
been the most important sources of trade, and they remained so until the
expulsion of Portugal in 1639. Missionaries and Christianity, however, were
another matter. The bakufu inherited Hideyoshi’s edicts and actions against
missionaries and Japanese Christians. The union of Spain and Portugal com-
plicated enforcement of that edict, however, for the union was followed by
missionary rivalry between the Jesuits and the newer orders that came on
Spanish ships. In 1593 free-wheeling Franciscans arrived from Manila; they
came as emissaries and stayed as missionaries. Imperfectly aware of the setting
into which they had come, they scouted the cautious approach the Jesuits had
followed in the hope of delaying or evading enforcement of the prohibitions,
and proceeded to carry out public preaching. Their success seemed to confirm
their charge that the Jesuits were pusillanimous. Meanwhile bakufu officials
were also becoming aware that communities of expatriate Japanese in South-
east Asia were attracting Christians fleeing from persecution, and they were
suspicious that religion and politics, in the following of some of Hideyoshi’s
former partisans, might intersect. It was disconcerting for them to see that
the state documents that came from Manila and Macao in response to bakufu
suggestions said more about propagating the faith than they did about trade.

English requests for trade were somewhat less threatening. James I identi-
fied himself as “defender of the faith,” but he did speak of commerce. Conse-
quently an English request carried by representatives of the EIC in 1613 was
honored with a permit to come to “any port” in Japan. The Dutch, on the
other hand, reinforced Japanese fears of Catholic missionaries and offered
trade without any ideology at all.'? A letter from Mauritz of Nassau of 1610
warned that “the Society of Jesus, under cover of the sanctity of religion,
intends to convert the Japanese to its religion, split the excellent kingdom of
Japan, and lead the country to civil war.” To emphasize the point the Dutch
sent as gifts items likely to appeal to the old warrior—lead and gunpowder—
instead of playthings for the rich and aristocratic.

Ieyasu’s response was predictable. To Manila he sent a warning that Japan
had been considered a Divine Country from ages past, and that he was not
about to reverse the stand of previous generations. The Dutch, however, re-
ceived so formal a permit to trade that it came to stand as a state-to-state
agreement, the only one so issued. The result was that the Dutch chief factor
could in future years come regularly to pay homage to the shogun as though
he were a feudal lord and not the representative of a merchant company.

As it worked out all parties to these agreements found their hopes of profit
dashed. The English were the first to become discouraged. After some years
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of trading at Hirado they discovered that their permit had to be renewed
by each successive shogun. Under Hidetada its new wording limited their
purchasing privileges to the port of Hirado, thus denying them the leverage
to exploit different markets. In 1623 the EIC, convinced that its representatives
were skimming the trade to their personal advantage, closed its factories at
Hirado and at Batavia to concentrate on the richer profits of India.”

Shogunal officials who profited personally from the Portuguese trade also
saw their chances fade as the association of that trade with Catholic Christian-
ity became more firm. The bakufu strengthened its monopoly on trade by
narrowing and then closing the opportunities for the shuinsen. Under Ieyasu
these were frequently extended to daimyo and temples, and also to foreign
merchants (Will Adams among them) and ships, many of them Chinese; not
a few were used as cover for high bakufu officials. The daimyo were the first
to be frozen out. In 1631 an additional guarantee came to be required that
could be issued only by the rojii. Now the permits were restricted to a select
group of seven families or individuals, each with a particular tie to the Toku-
gawa. In 1633 overseas travel was ruled out for all Japanese.

The Dutch watched these developments with satisfaction, expecting that
they would end by monopolizing the trade with Japan. Their emissaries con-
firmed the Japanese in their fear of Iberian duplicity and encouraged doubts
about overseas Japanese. “Let us do your trading for you,” they seemed to
say. In the end they proved successful, but hardly in the way they had antici-
pated. An artificial island in the harbor of Nagasaki that had been prepared
for the Portuguese instead became their home. In 1641 they were ordered to
move from Hirado to Deshima, where they inherited all the misgivings official
Japan had developed about foreigners and where their chances of profits
through free trading privileges were constrained by regulations that limited
them to dealing with merchant groups sanctioned by the bakufu. The Dutch
achievement of peace with Spain in 1648 even raised bakufu doubts about
their former enmity, while the political cooperation that had marked Hol-
land’s earlier economic competition with England was replaced by wars with
England from 1652 to 1654 and again from 1657 to 1667.

4. To the Seclusion Decrees

Hideyoshi had ruled against Catholic Christianity in 1587 and moved to exe-
cute the first missionary martyrs in 1597, but the fate of Christianity was still
not entirely clear in the early Tokugawa years. leyasu was eager to increase
the volume of foreign trade, and he had more important political problems
facing him with the need to reduce Hideyori’s castle and followers at Osaka.
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Numbers of highly placed feudal lords were also in doubt about the future
of kirishitan, as Catholic believers were called. Some, perhaps impelled by
desire for the wealth brought by trade, made wrong guesses. In 1582 three
Kyushu daimyo had sponsored a mission of promising young samurai to Eu-
rope. They were greeted enthusiastically as harbingers of a Christian future,
and requested, and were promised, more missionaries in the years to come.
By the time they returned to Japan in 1590 Hideyoshi had issued his first
orders against propagandizing Christianity, and the mission had come to
nothing. But almost a quarter century later, in 1613, Date Masamune, the pow-
erful lord of Sendai, sent his vassal Hasekura Tsunenaga to Rome by way of
Mexico and Spain. Hasekura was accompanied by a Franciscan priest, Luis
Sotelo. He accepted baptism in Madrid, and took as his Christian name Don
Philip Francisco. It was his mission to negotiate for additional trading arrange-
ments and mission exchange, but by his time churchmen, including Pope
Paul V with whom he had an audience, were more on their guard. Hasekura
returned in 1620 to find that the fall of Osaka in 1615 had been followed by
stronger measures against kirishitan.

The principal decisions against Christianity were made in the years around
1614—1615, and they bore little relation to the mistaken expectations of Date
Masamune. They had their origins in a number of political, economic, and
administrative considerations. Uppermost among these was the bakufu’s need
to know that samurai, and especially daimyo, believers would have no higher
loyalty than the one they bore their Tokugawa overlord. Ieyasu was receiving
counsel from two Buddhist advisers, men who could have been expected to
perceive the missionaries as their enemies. They were able to find arguments
for their case against real or alleged Christian converts in a number of inci-
dents that angered Ieyasu. In one, a Christian daimyo named Arima tried,
through bribery at Ieyasu’s court, to win restitution of lands that he had lost.
When exposed he hurriedly apostasized, but it did not save him from an early
banishment. Next a bakufu official responsible for finances proposed a scheme
for increasing the productivity of mines for precious metal and meanwhile
added to his own wealth through dishonest reporting. He was accused, proba-
bly wrongly (since his twenty-four concubines denounced him), of being a
Christian, but in any case further allegations that he was conspiring with mis-
sionaries heightened the scandal.

These events were followed by an edict of 1614 once again ordering all
Christian missionaries out of the country. This marked the start of a general
persecution. Now too began measures requiring all residents in Tokugawa-
held territories to register as parishioners of Buddhist temples; priests were
to make regular reports to political authorities of the names and numbers of
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their communicants. In the mid-1680s this directive was made nationwide
and annual. Buddhism was thus co-opted into the service of the Tokugawa
state.

It is probably not surprising that Christian daimyo, their numbers already
drastically reduced by this time, by and large chose to maintain their rank
and abjure their faith. For some, conversion must have been a matter of com-
mercial and perhaps social convenience. What was striking, however, was the
fortitude and perseverance of ordinary converts, most of whom had been
evangelized by Augustinian preachers. It is undoubtedly a measure of the
hardship of their lives as well as the tenacity of their hope that public execu-
tions of kirishitan who refused to apostasize frequently attracted large throngs
of believers who seemed indifferent to the danger they were courting by sing-
ing hymns and offering prayers.

It now became incumbent on suspected or formerly kirishitan daimyo to
begin persecution of Christian sectarians in their domains in order to demon-
strate their dependability to the shogunate. No area had been more evange-
lized than the rugged Kyushu countryside around Nagasaki. The city itself
was now under direct shogunal rule. No area was more immediately subject
to dragnet searches and tortures designed to force repudiation of faith in
Christianity. As the intensity of persecution mounted it combined with social
and political distress on the part of yeomanry and declassed samurai, now
ronin, former vassals of lords whose punishment had cost them their income
and following.

In 1637 these forces came together in an uprising on the Shimabara Penin-
sula near Nagasaki. It was an area that had experienced frequent changes of
governance and misrule by cruel and rapacious feudal lords determined to
extract more income from the impoverished peasantry. The Shimabara rebel-
lion was a major test and shock for the bakufu and the third shogun, Iemitsu.
Initially the uprising was far from being entirely Christian in makeup, but
soon its most important leaders, including a young fighter named Amakusa
Shird who became a legendary figure, were believers. Christianity had put
down deep roots in the infertile soil of the Shimabara Peninsula. By 1637 the
greater number of commoner believers throughout Japan, whose numbers
are estimated to have approached 300,000, had been hunted down, executed,
or had apostasized. Those who rebelled in 1637 and 1638 fought with the des-
peration of people who had nothing to lose. To the bakufu’s dismay they
fought extremely well. The final result could nevertheless have been predicted;
the rebel force found itself surrounded in Hara Castle, short of food and short
of weapons. The end of the resistance was followed by the grisly slaughter of
all who had survived."
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The series of decrees that are considered to have “closed” Japan repre-
sented a gradual tightening of political controls over the daimyo. The bakufu
had reason to be particularly alert where the large daimyo of the southwest—
particularly Kyushu—were concerned. To that end it began with restrictions
on their access to shuinjo, first limiting and then closing such opportunities.
In 1609 it forbade them to have ships with a capacity exceeding 500 koku.
After Ieyasu’s death in 1616 Hidetada, the second shogun, showed himself
more hostile to Christianity and more suspicious of the foreign presence. The
EIC experienced this in the limitation of the privileges it had previously en-
joyed, and missionaries were ordered out. When the English factor Richard
Cocks journeyed to Edo to remonstrate with the new authorities, he found
himself grilled about his monarch’s profession to be “defender of the faith”;
the Japanese demanded that he explain the difference between the faith of
English and that of Iberian Catholics. At the same time that the English were
being forbidden to trade outside Hirado, the daimyo of western Japan were
forbidden to trade within their domains and ordered to see to it that all foreign
ships that came to their ports be sent to Nagasaki or to Hirado. It did the
hapless English no good to try to show their dependability by informing on
the presence of Catholic missionaries known to them. Richard Cocks wrote
in 1621

Yestarnight I was enformed that Francisco Lopas and a semenary priest
were com to towne, and lodged in the house of the capt of the friggot
taken the last yeare; of which I advised Torezemon Dono to tell the king
[i.e., daimyo] thereof by Coa Jno. our jurebasso [interpreter]. It being late,
and to give order noe strangers should passe out. And this morning I
sent the same jurebasso to Torezemon Dono secretary, to know the kinges
answer; which was, I might speake of these matters when Gonrok Dono
came. Unto which I sent answer, it might be that then these pristes would
be gon, and then it was to late to speake. Yet, for all this, there was noe
eare nor respect geeven to my speeches."

Cocks persevered until he was called, with other witnesses, to identify the
priests, and the matter ended with the daimyo forced, perhaps reluctantly, to
send local Christians who identified them under duress, after which they were
sent off in chains.

The five principal decrees came in the six years between 1633 and 1639.
In the first, a seventeen-article decree, forbade the sending of Japanese ships
overseas, except for those properly certified, decreed death for Japanese who,
having been overseas, returned (articles 1-3), ordered the reporting and of-
fered rewards for identification of kirishitan (articles 4—8), limited trade in
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objects from abroad to channels of the authorized five guilds, and ordered
that all ships be sent to Nagasaki (articles 9—17). Two years later, a second
decree removed the exception of certification for overseas travel, made the
ban all-inclusive and ordered punishment by death for any who disobeyed.
Foreign ship captains had frequently employed Japanese seamen, but that too
was now forbidden.

The next regulations strengthened prohibitions on Japanese kirishitan and
any missionaries who might be found. Now the count of prosecutions of be-
lievers found in violation of the decrees grew steadily. The Portuguese, as
prime source of the infection, were exiled. In 1636 Portuguese and 287 of their
offspring were sent to Macao. In 1639 a fifth and final decree settled the matter.
When officials in Macao attempted a final remonstrance by sending a ship
in 1640, the point was driven home by executing the captain and sixty others
and allowing thirteen survivors to return to Macao with the story of what
had happened to the others.

The seventeenth century did not show examples of religious tolerance or
freedom of conscience in many parts of the world. Within Japan fears of
sectarian insurrection made for extirpation of ikké Buddhism in the domain
of Satsuma into the nineteenth century.'® The other countries of East Asia
remained hostile to Japanese visitors. Korea limited the Japanese to Pusan,
Ming China maintained its ban on commerce with Japan, and memorialists
at the Chinese court argued for laws against the construction of ships large
enough to sail to Japan. From this one might almost argue that Japan’s was
not the first, but in a way the last, sakoku (closed country) policy in East Asia.
Nor were things very different in Europe. The fires of the Inquisition had not
yet been banked. The long war of independence the Dutch fought with Spain
came to an end in 1648, but that raised doubts in Edo about the wisdom of
contact with even Protestant Europe. Nor was freedom of religion popular
in the West. The Treaty of Westphalia of 1648 resolved the Protestant-Catholic
standoff with a Latin formula that called for the acceptance of the ruler’s
faith by those under his governance. Cuius regio, eius religio—the ruler’s faith
prevails—as the formulation had it, left no room for individual decision.

What was probably unique about the Tokugawa persecution was its feroc-
ity. Japan’s insularity made escape impossible. In Kyushu sectarians went un-
derground and maintained their community through ingenious devices, uti-
lizing Buddhist images that opened to reveal Madonna and child. This pattern
of indigenization made the kirishitan survivors almost a folk religion. For
most, however, the inquisitor’s tortures brought death or apostasy. Captured
priests were subjected to tortures so ingenious and fiendish that six European
fathers renounced their faith. Several of these became authors of pamphlets
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that proved particularly telling in the inquisitors’ attempts to battle Christian-
ity on the ideological level."”

These measures may have owed something to the character of the third
shogun. Temitsu was a ruthless and paranoid ruler, and his leading inquisitor,
Inoue Chikugo no kami Masashige, was able to prey upon his depraved tastes
with particular skill."® The terror which their methods could inspire in victims
has left its mark on historical and fictional accounts of those years.”

5. The Dutch at Nagasaki

The departure of the English, followed by the expulsion of the Spanish and
Portuguese, left the Dutch as the only Europeans in Japan. This had been the
hope and purpose of their drive to monopolize the Japan trade. They had
taken pains to assure the Japanese that their form of Christianity was very
different from that of their Iberian rivals, and a Dutch ship had even obliged
its Tokugawa hosts by lobbing shells into Hara Castle during the Shimabara
rebellion. Nevertheless in 1641 the taste of victory turned to ashes when they
were ordered to vacate their factory at Hirado, where a new building had
carried the offensive date “1640 A.D.,” and move into the man-made island
of Deshima in Nagasaki harbor.

Deshima had been prepared for the Portuguese, its costs levied against
Nagasaki merchant wards that stood to profit from foreign trade. It measured
about 600 feet by 200 feet in a fan-shaped pattern. It was surrounded by a
high board fence on its stone embankments, posted with signs warning people
to stay away. It was connected to the mainland by a stone bridge with guards
stationed on it. The Dutch were charged a yearly rental. Within the fence were
a few warehouses, housing for twenty or so Dutch residents, and quarters for
Japanese interpreters and guards. There was also space for a vegetable garden
and a few cows, sheep, pigs, and chickens. Water came from the mainland
through a bamboo pipe, and it was paid for separately.

The contingent of VOC personnel was headed by the chief factor, called
opperhoofd by the Dutch and kapitan by the Japanese. The group included a
doctor, a bookkeeper, assistants, and usually personal black slaves for the
ranking Dutchmen. None of them was free to cross the bridge without special
permission, which was rarely given, and then usually for visits to the Nagasaki
pleasure quarter; more often women from that quarter were permitted to
cross to visit the Dutch.”

Around this was a Japanese bureaucracy whose costs were charged against
the Dutch; a headman and his deputy, five secretaries, fifteen laborer super-
visors, and thirty-six treasurers, five gate guards, night guards, cooks, and
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grooms, and other hangers-on typical of a status society that was based upon
the support of a large underemployed and nonproductive class. Samurai in-
come, it will be remembered, was often phrased as “rations” for two or four
or more servants. In street scenes in genre paintings and prints one always
sees attendants carrying things for their betters, and “betters” was and remains
a highly relative concept.

Special mention must be made of the corps of interpreters. Portuguese
remained the lingua franca of Western trade into the mid-seventeenth cen-
tury, but with the narrowing of contacts to the VOC the study of Dutch be-
came necessary. Nagasaki trade also required a corps of interpreters for Chi-
nese and Southeast Asian languages for the China trade that is discussed
below. To meet the needs of contact with the VOC some twenty families were
given hereditary jobs as interpreters. They maintained their guild by co-opting
successors, usually through adoption as family members. The patriarchal prin-
ciple that characterized Tokugawa society meant that they would be arranged
hierarchically under family heads as “major” and “apprentice” interpreters.
It was Japanese policy to discourage the Dutch from studying Japanese lest the
outsiders get too close to those they would contact. On a number of occasions
representatives of the VOC were told to leave Japan because their knowledge
of Japanese was becoming too good. The Japanese wanted to keep the contact
on their own terms.

The rhythm of life at Deshima was boring in its regularity. Ships arrived
in July with the summer monsoon. Their approach would be announced by
Japanese coastal lookouts, and they were signaled at the harbor entrance from
Papenberg (“Pope hill,” named for kirishitan martyrdoms); the captain would
then order his crew to unload the guns and lock all Bibles and other Christian
literature into barrels. In at least the early years the crew was obliged to tread
on images of the Madonna and child (fumie), a test that had been found
particularly effective for interrogation of kirishitan.

Crews remained on board as Japanese laborers unloaded the cargo. In the
seventeenth century, when the trade was at its height, Chinese silk thread led
the list of valuables. War-related raw materials—tin, lead, saltpeter, borax—
came next, and curios and luxury items ranging from deer pelts to spices to
tropical woods, and European-origin curios like eyeglasses, clocks, and mir-
rors came last. Once on land, the cargo was displayed for inspection by repre-
sentatives of the merchant guilds authorized to deal with the foreigners. The
most important of these guilds, the itowappu, literally “thread allocation,”
represented merchants in the principal shogunal cities. Bakufu officials had
first choice of objects and of course kept the materials of war for themselves.
They could also give the Dutch order lists for the next year’s delivery.
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In return, the Dutch obtained bullion, first silver and, after mid-century,
copper. Japan was a major exporter of silver in the seventeenth century, and
remained a major exporter of copper. In addition, as direct access to China
became difficult because of the wars that ended with the victory of Manchu
invaders over the Ming dynasty in 1644, Japanese porcelain, blue-and-white
slipware first produced by the emigré Korean potters in Saga, became an im-
portant item of trade, ideal for ballast and soon keenly desired in Europe and
in the Near Fast. Japanese lacquerware and chests completed the list of items
salable in a Europe experiencing the tastes of “Chinoiserie” that had grown
out of Jesuit contact with Ming China.”!

VOC ships sailed back to Batavia with the fall monsoon in November.
Their profits depended only in part on Japan-Java-Holland trade; what mat-
tered was the carrying trade all through Asia and the Near East, and it is no
accident that some of the major collections of Japanese ceramics survive in
the Ottoman palaces of Istanbul.

The details of this commerce make for dreary reading in the daily register
kept by the Deshima chief factor and forwarded to Batavia and on to Holland.
His successor normally came the following year, and with the exception of
Hendrik Doeff, who was marooned on Deshima during the Napoleonic years,
few factors spent very long in Japan. Actually the factor’s most important
official duty came in the form of a November trip to Edo for a ceremonial
audience with the shogun that took place after the departure of the ships
for Java. The court trip (hofreis, as the Dutch called it) changed the chief
factor’s status from merchant head to feudal lord. In this he stood above
Korean ambassadors and Chinese captains, for he alone came there by virtue
of Ieyasu’s permit to Mauritz of Nassau.

The trip took place a total of 116 times in Tokugawa years; annually after
1633, biennially after 1764, and then every four years from 1790 to 1850, the
last such trip. The round trip averaged 9o days, and the longest required 142.
It began by boat to Shimonoseki, went on by procession to Osaka, and then
moved along the Eastern Sea Route (Tokaido) to Edo. It involved low-level
haggling as well as high-level encounter. Costs were borne by the Dutch (as
they were by feudal lords), and the opperhoofd was anxious to keep his entou-
rage as small as possible. The Japanese wanted it as large as possible, to permit
more attendants and the possibility of combining private with public business.
Throughout the operation the Dutch felt that the Japanese did their best to
maximize featherbedding. One purpose of the daily diary of the mission was
to have evidence of precedents with which the Dutch chief factor could argue
his case for economy.

This regular look into a Japan that was increasingly remote and inaccessi-
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ble made service at Batavia attractive for some remarkable and curious Euro-
peans whose accounts provide invaluable pictures of Tokugawa Japan. The
best known of these is Engelbert Kaempfer (1651—1716), who was at Deshima
as doctor in 1690 and accompanied the chief factor on his journey to Edo in
1691 and 1692. His History of Japan, first published in English translation in
17271728, provides a rich storehouse of information. Kaempfer was able to
gain information through the help of a young student interpreter who re-
mained with him for two years and provided him with much information
that he was not supposed to obtain. Although it is by no means the most
important contribution of the book, Kaempfer’s account of the audience with
the fifth shogun Tsunayoshi makes clear that Europeans had become little
more than exotic and amusing creatures by the end of the century.

Soon after we came in, and had after the usual obeysances seated our selves
on the place assign’d us, Bingosama [the Lord of Bingo] welcom’d us in
the Emperor’s [shogun’s] name and then desir’d us to sit upright, to take
off our cloaks, to tell him our names and age, to stand up, to walk, to
turn about, to dance, to sing songs, to compliment one another, to be
angry, to invite one another to dinner, to converse one with another, to
discourse in a familiar way like father and son, to shew how two friends,
or man and wife, compliment or take leave of one another, to play with
children, to carry them about upon our arms, and to do many more things
of like nature. Moreover we were ask’d many questions serious and comi-
cal; as for instance, what profession I was of, whether I ever cur’d any
considerable distempers, to which I answer’d yes, I had, but not at Naga-
saki, where we were kept no better than prisoners; what houses we had?
whether our customs were different from theirs? how we buried our peo-
ple, and when? to which was answr’d, that we bury’d them always in the
day time . . . Whether we had prayers and images like the Portuguese,
which was answered in the negative . . . Then again we were commanded
to read, and to dance, separately and jointly, and I to tell them the names
of some European Plaisters, upon which I mention’d some of the hardest
I could remember. The Ambassador [Opperhoofd] was asked concerning
his children, how many he had, what their names were, as also how far
distant Holland was from Nagasaki . . . We were then further commanded
to put on our hats, to walk about the room discoursing with one another,
to take off our perukes . . . Then I was desired once more to come nearer
the skreen, and to take off my peruke. Then they made us jump, dance,
play gambols and walk together, and upon that they ask’d the Ambassador
how old we guessed Bingo to be, he answer’d 50 and I 45, which made
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them laugh. Then they made us kiss one another, like man and wife, which
the ladies particularly shew’d by their laughter to be well pleas’d with.
They desir’d us further to shew them what sorts of compliments it was
customary in Europe to make to inferiors, to ladies, to superiors, to
princes, to kings. After this they begg’d another song of me, and were
satisfy’d with two, which the company seem’d to like very well. After this
farce was over, we were order’d to take off our cloaks, to come near the
skreen one by one, and to take our leave in the very same manner we
would take it of a Prince, or King in Europe . . . It was already four in
the afternoon, when we left the hall of audience, after having been exercis’d
after this manner for four hours and a half.”

The Japanese began to limit the number of VOC ships, banned the export
of silver, and imposed restrictions on the export of copper, the item the Dutch
were most eager to obtain. The diary the chief factor submitted to his superiors
in Batavia and Holland is full of complaints about the cost of presents to
Japanese officials, haggling with Nagasaki authorities about prices and the
volume of goods, the quality of lacquer and porcelain that came in, and the
efforts of Japanese officials to take advantage of them. Over time the physical
restrictions imposed in the early Deshima years eased somewhat, although
the Dutch were never permitted to step out of their role as merchants working
through interpreters. But the trade, so profitable in the early decades when
conditions were most difficult, declined steadily in bulk and in value.

Despite restrictions, a number of remarkably astute observers left accounts
of their experiences. Kaempfer remains the best known, and his achievement
was a considerable one; he even managed to map the route to Edo secretly
with his compass. A Swedish scientist, Carl Peter Thunberg, a student of the
botanist Linnaeus, was at Deshima in 1775 and collected over eight hundred
species of Japanese flora. The Hollander Isaac Titsingh was in Japan three
times during the 1780s. By his time Japanese interest in the Dutch language
had increased sufficiently for him to be able to correspond in Dutch with
studious daimyo after his return home. Titsingh too prepared a massive study
of Japan, but he retired to Paris and his materials were scattered and lost in
the upheavals that followed the French Revolution. Hendrik Doeff, as men-
tioned, was marooned at Deshima from 1804 to 1817; he worked toward a
dictionary of Japanese and left memoirs describing his experiences. The Ger-
man Philipp Franz von Siebold, who was in Japan from 1823 to 1828, was an
army doctor, and was permitted to establish a school for medicine in the
city of Nagasaki. He had his students prepare essays about their country, and
collected material for an important study of Japan before he was expelled for
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espionage after managing to obtain a map of northern Japan. In addition,
there were a number of Dutch doctors who served at Deshima much longer
than the famous men whose books informed the Western world about Japan,
but few of their records survive.

Why, then, did the Deshima station, with its dwindling quantity of trade,
continue to exist? For the Dutch it was an extension of the Batavia station
that became, as Netherlands East Indies, the country’s profitable colony and
claim to continued great power standing.

On the Japanese side, the Dutch contact provided intelligence about the
outside world. Fach arriving captain was obliged to submit a fiisetsugaki, or
account of what had happened since the last ship’s arrival. Indeed Kaempfer,
in his closing chapter, opined that this was the reason Japan maintained the
system even in his day. Japan could easily provide for its own needs, he wrote,
and it lacked nothing of importance. Why then had Japan not expelled the
Dutch as well? His answer was that “it was not thought advisable to oblige
them also to quit the Country, and yet dangerous freely to admit them. For
this reason they are now kept, little better than prisoners, and hostages under
the strict inspection of crowds of overseers, who are obliged by a solemn oath
narrowly to watch their minutest actions, and kept, as it seems, for scarce any
other purpose, but that the Japanese might be by their means informed of
what passes in other parts of the world. Hence, to make it worth their while
to stay, and patiently to endure what hardships are put upon them, they have
given them leave to sell off their goods to the value of about 500,000 Crowns
a year. It is certainly an error to imagine, that the Japanese cannot well be
without the goods imported by the Dutch. There is more Silk and other Stuffs
wore out in the Country in one week’s time, than the Dutch import in a
year.””

6. Relations with China

Ieyasu’s efforts to heal the relationships that Hideyoshi had broken with Asia
extended also to his concern for China. Chinese goods, especially textiles,
were after all the most important import in the seventeenth century, and the
possibility of getting them directly at the source had to be attractive. Chinese
artisans and traders had long evaded the Ming dynasty’s rules against trade
with Japan. Indeed, “Chinatowns” were to be found everywhere along the
coasts of Kyushu and as far east as Kawagoe and Odawara on the main island
of Honshu. Chinese artisans had helped design the tiles for Nobunaga’s castles,
and Ieyasu and his contemporaries recruited skilled Chinese for their capitals.
Some were rewarded with land and residence. As order improved under Toku-
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gawa rule and declined under late Ming rule many of those Chinese chose to
remain in Japan and assume Japanese names and nationality. Then as trade
became concentrated in Nagasaki most overseas Chinese found it necessary
to move to that city; in the first decades of Tokugawa rule resident Chinese
there came to number over two thousand.

Ieyasu’s success in reestablishing relations with Korea in 1609 was followed
by discussion of reopening trade relations with Ming China. Ming authorities
were less forgiving than their Korean counterparts, however, and they showed
little interest in Japanese overtures; memorials to the court argued that Japa-
nese “pirates” were not to be trusted under any circumstances. In 1609 these
doubts received substantiation when Satsuma, with bakufu knowledge, seized
control of the Ryukyu islands, disarmed their inhabitants, and installed a
shadow government that maintained the ruler in his Okinawan capital in an
effort to continue, under the pretense of independence, a tributary relation-
ship with China. In years to come it was easier for all parties to pretend that
this had not taken place; when missions from China came to invest Okinawan
rulers the Japanese supervisors kept a discreet distance. Satsuma thus had
access to Chinese goods, and the bakufu gained in self-esteem from Ryukyu
embassies that were paraded in Edo when they came to mark the installation
of a new shogun. Late Ming memorialists were not taken in by this, however,
and warned their emperor of new dangers from Japan. Since, moreover, the
Chinese merchants most eager to travel to Japan were from the southern Chi-
nese coast and farthest from the control of Peking, it is not surprising that
memorialists also called for laws forbidding the construction of ships large
enough to sail to Japan.

Nevertheless, between 1611 and 1625 the bakufu addressed several letters
to Fukien Province authorities concerning the possibility of reopening direct
trade and commerce with the Ming. The letters, however, failed to meet the
protocol requirements the Chinese court set for documents from its tributar-
ies; they did not conform with standards of terminology and form, and they
were not dated by the era names of the Chinese calendar. Worse yet, they
made no apology for the seizure of Ryukyu but asserted that the island king
now called himself Japan’s vassal.* Despite this, responses from provincial
officials seemed to hold out the possibility of an arrangement. By the time
these arrived, however, Osaka had fallen, Ieyasu had died, and the bakufu was
very much more confident of its ability to have its own way. The same officials
who had planned the original approach to China now dismissed the Chinese
responses as impertinent and directed that future correspondence be routed
through Tsushima, as was the case with Korea. Both regimes, in other words,
chose to stand by principle and dignity and rejected any arrangement that
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did not bring protocol as well as commercial advantages. In the 1640s, when
Chinese officials sought Japanese help against the Manchus, the Edo authori-
ties were in a position to assert their full authority and respond with scorn.
The Chinese, one daimyo wrote a retainer, “won’t allow Japanese ships to
approach their shores; they even post picket ships. Therefore it is hardly
proper for them to come, now that their country has fallen into civil war, and
say, ‘We are having some trouble, so could you please send some troops?” ”»

Thanks to private Chinese traders, however, the bakufu found it possible
to have it both ways. On the state-to-state level it maintained a haughty arro-
gance, while the VOC, Tsushima, Satsuma, and private Chinese merchants
more than fulfilled its commercial needs. As conditions in Asia changed it
seemed wise to cut off Japanese traders from sources of contamination in
Southeast Asia and, after the 1630s, make them stay home altogether. But
that did not by any means involve the sacrifice of goods, intelligence, or even
technology from the outside world.

Japan’s “seclusion” was thus aimed principally at the West. It is Western
ethnocentrism to think that a country that chooses to cut itself off from West-
erners has cut itself off from the world. Most bakufu trade policies were de-
signed for access to Chinese goods, and in this regard they were highly success-
ful. Foreign trade and the Nagasaki system were so important to the bakufu
that it subsidized domains that produced copper for export in order to keep
them going and to prevent them from selling it on the domestic market, where
it brought higher prices. The “Dutch” trade was actually trade in Asian, chiefly
Chinese, goods. And Chinese and Koreans brought more of those than the
Dutch. The Nagasaki trade, as Oba Osamu has put it, was really China trade.?

The Chinese had no headman and no formal authorization as the Dutch
did, and they too experienced a gradual narrowing of freedom of movement
and of commerce, but they were far more numerous. The Chinese quarter in
Nagasaki, the t0jin yashiki that was established in 1689, harbored thousands
of people when the fleet was in; in its first year it housed 4,888 Chinese. It
occupied an area larger than seven acres, double that of Deshima. In the 1740s,
when things were going badly for the Dutch, Deshima was patrolled by over
thirty Japanese guards; the Chinese quarter was administered by over three
hundred officials, guards, and inspectors. Things were on a dramatically dif-
ferent scale. At Nagasaki interpreters were divided into two groups, one for
the Dutch, and a far larger company for the Chinese. The “Chinese” interpret-
ers were really responsible for all of Asia, with subcategories assigned to
“other” countries beside China. In the seventeenth century this meant special-
ists for Thailand, Vietnam, “Luzon” (Manila), and India. For the most part
ships from those areas were sent by colonies of overseas Chinese. The inter-
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preters maintained a rather familial establishment, and their students and suc-
cessors were normally relatives by blood or adoption. Chinese specialists re-
ceived higher pay than those for Southeast Asia. As time went on, and the
bakufu became more wary of representatives of areas beyond what one scholar
calls a “Luzon-Macao,” or Catholic, line, they also became fewer.

The trade assumed significant proportions, especially during the seven-
teenth century. It was in 1635 that the Chinese were ordered to come only
to Nagasaki. Their numbers grew rapidly; in 1640, 74 ships came; a year later
there were 97. After the Manchus seized Taiwan in 1683 the traffic became so
heavy (193 ships came in 1688) that it became necessary to establish the Chi-
nese quarter for their crews and to institute regulations to limit their number.
The eighteenth century consequently saw a decline; in 1720 there were 30 ships,
and in 1791, only 10.

It is, however, the cultural role of the Chinese, at least prior to the late
Tokugawa development of interest in the West, that provides the most striking
contrast to the role and treatment of the Dutch. Kaempfer and his companions
were obliged to humiliate themselves with several hours of silly pantomime
to amuse the shogun Tsunayoshi, but that same shogun tried hard to be a
serious student of the higher culture of China. He laughed at Kaempfer, but
he treated visiting Chinese monks with the greatest deference. The Dutch were
well advised to keep their faith under wraps, and they sealed whatever religious
books they brought with them while their vessels were in port. But at Nagasaki
the Chinese were permitted to build branches of their temples in Fukien and
Chekiang, and shogunal officials accompanied captain and crew to these tem-
ples in processions of thanks for safe arrival. Three temples were established
before the decrees of the 1630s; one to provide for the needs of provincials
from Chekiang, Kiangsu, and Kiangsi (“Nanking”), and two more added for
sailors from Fukien, Foochow, and Changchow-Ch’uanchow. In 1678 a fourth
temple was established for men from Canton (Kwangchow). For over a cen-
tury priests and abbots came from China to staff these temples.

The “Nanking” temple also served as the avenue of introduction for Chi-
nese monks who moved on to central Japan to found the Obaku Rinzai Zen
temple of Manpukuji at Uji. The first abbot was Yin Yiian (Japan’s Ingen),
who brought a revised ordination procedure. He was soon put in touch with
the (Kyoto) Myoshinji abbot Ryokei, who saw to it that he was invited to
Kyoto for an audience with the retired emperor Go Mizuno-o; he also enjoyed
the patronage of Tokugawa Ietsuna, the fourth shogun. Until 1740 all Manpu-
kuji abbots were from China. Thereafter they alternated with Japan-born ab-
bots for sixty years, and only after that were they all Japanese.”

Ingen and other Chinese Rinzai monks were honored guests at the court
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of the shogun Tsunayoshi. Tsunayoshi prided himself on his knowledge of
the Chinese classics. He presided at 240 seminars on the I Ching (Book of
Changes) at which monks, officials, daimyo, and Confucian scholars were ex-
pected to be present.®® His chamberlain Yanagisawa Yoshiyasu organized
groups for the study of spoken Chinese, and the court Confucianist Ogya
Sorai went to great effort to try to master spoken colloquial Chinese. Sorai’s
letters to these learned Chinese are full of almost cloying respect and flattery.

Yesterday I visited a Buddhist place and for the first time I met your com-
passionate and gracious person. We had a marvelous conversation on vari-
ous subjects. It was like the playing of bells: when they [i.e., you] sounded
high inquiries were answered; when they [i.e., I] sounded low, there were
gasping sounds. The brushes flew over the paper [i.e., as we communicated
in writing] creating a wind, the ink came down on paper producing flowers
. .. Now, untiringly and diligently you presented me with your beautiful
teaching. The spirit of harmony could be felt. Having returned home, I
felt close to fainting and I was filled with memories . . . I have just tasted
the sweetest taste of sweets, it still sticks to my teeth and cheeks, and I
cannot get it rinsed from my mouth . . . if at your leisure, after practising
your Zen meditation you would trouble your august brush, and if I could
attach it to my simple hut, a word from an eternally connected, it would
shine there for ever and ever [i.e., could I persuade you to send me some
calligraphy I could display?].”

In short, the contrast between the treatment of these Chinese prelates and the
dragnet that was out for Catholic priests brings home the fact that although
for a century and more the seclusion system tried to exclude Western thought
and religion, during the same period the Japanese elite was struggling to mas-
ter the Chinese cultural tradition. That same respect was extended to Chinese
goods. The bakufu saw to it that the best of Chinese silks came into its own
hands and that the best of Chinese books were available to its scholars.

In some ways this respect extended to Korean scholars, partly because they
could help in the transmission of Chinese texts and thought. Amenomori
Hoshu struggled to master Korean, but before that he went to Nagasaki to
study spoken Chinese. Members of Korean missions exchanged more than
poems, paintings, and calligraphy with their hosts. Japanese were also keen
to learn of medicine as it was practiced in Korea, and sought out the doctors
who accompanied each mission; question-and-answer sessions with the vis-
iting physicians were held along their route of travel. In addition, as has been
mentioned, Korean potters brought knowledge of the clays and glazes that
made possible Japanese production of blue slipware porcelain, in patterns and
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shapes so closely identified with Ming dynasty Chinese pottery that Ming dates
were often stenciled on the bottom, and the result, as Japanese Imari, was
exported by the Dutch to the Near East and Europe for further emulation by
Dutch, German, and English artisans. In some respects, in other words,
“closed” Japan was a transmission point for international cultural and techno-
logical exchange. Studies of bullion flows also show that seventeenth-century
Japan was a major player in economic exchange as well.”

In the time of the eighth shogun, Yoshimune, the study of Chinese prece-
dents extended to institutional patterns with particular emphasis on Ming
administrative law. The Six Maxims of Shun-chih, the first Manchu emperor,
were forwarded from Ryukyu by Satsuma. Yoshimune, who saw that these
simple moral exhortations could have direct application to Japan, ordered a
simplified translation of a popular text containing the maxims for use in lower
schools. There are records of daimyo who ordered village leaders to explain
the importance of the maxims on the first day of every month. The influence
of the document extended into modern Japan. In the Meiji period the Imperial
Rescript on Education of 1890, which served as the chief ideological text for
prewar Japan, drew on the use of this document as a precedent.”

In addition to all this, Tokugawa period contacts with China had room
for popular culture also. We have the names of about 130 Chinese painters
who came and stayed at Nagasaki for a time. They were not the great artists
of their day; most of them were priests and merchants who were sufficiently
skillful for Japanese to admire their work. The ablest of these men enjoyed
enormous fame in Japan. Shen Nan-p’in, the best known, came in 1731 and
again in 1733. After his return to China he continued to send his paintings to
Japan for sale; about two hundred of them survive. He and three others be-
came known as the “four great teachers” who introduced late Ming and early
Ch’ing styles of bird and flower painting. Theirs was a pleasant, bourgeois
style that was easy to live with. It was popular with the urban residents of
central China, and it quickly became popular with the townsmen in Japan.
The Chinese painters also introduced Chinese “literati” painting, which found
echo in the Japanese nanga and bunjinga styles of Buson, Ike no Taiga, and
late Tokugawa eclectics. Ming period prints also played a role in the develop-
ment of Japanese printmakers’ skills, skills that led to the burgeoning produc-
tion of prints that were eagerly sought by townsmen in Japan’s fast-growing
cities. Meanwhile the formal art patronized by Japan’s feudal elite, of course,
drew on the examples of earlier and greater schools of Chinese art.

By Yoshimune’s time in the early eighteenth century the bakufu’s interest
extended to practical imports from China in the hope of reducing what was
becoming a serious trade imbalance. As Japanese mines ran out, restrictions
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were put on the export of bullion in 1685, in 1715, and once more in 1790.
Both the Dutch and Chinese were now sharply limited in the number of ships
they could send and the amount of copper they could export. New measures
to control smuggling came into effect, with drastic punishments carried out
publicly in order to intimidate any who might be bold enough to try.”> More
interesting, however, was the bakufu’s eagerness to encourage the production
of things like silk, sugar, and pharmacopoeia that had figured high on the list
of imports. This brought with it the hiring of specialists from China to help
in the search for useful plants and appropriate locations in Japan.

In other words, during the years of “seclusion” there was a continuous
process of change in Japan’s international trade. As the need for, and interest
in, raw materials for war such as gunpowder and saltpeter diminished, the
Dutch too found themselves sending different kinds of goods to Nagasaki.
Sugar was high among these, and it was a crop whose domestic production
Yoshimune did his best to encourage. When the sugar available to the Dutch
dried up after a Chinese insurrection on Java resulted in destruction of refin-
ing facilities there in the eighteenth century, it endangered the whole arrange-
ment with Deshima; bakufu administrators provided less copper, and the
Dutch threatened to break things off altogether. Significantly, they knew they
had the inhabitants of Nagasaki on their side, for the city lived for and on
foreign trade. So did the officials lucky enough to be appointed to deal with
the Dutch and Chinese, as they were able to improve their income many times
through quiet peculation.

7. The Question of the “Closed Country”

The Japanese term sakoku, “closed country,” was coined by a Japanese scholar
who translated the chapter in which Kaempfer discussed the “closed country”
and, incidentally, argued its benefits. The translation circulated privately and
was not published until the 1850s. It became, and has remained, a standard
term. As we shall see, in the last decade of the Tokugawa period kaikoku, or
“open country,” served as the antithesis to joi, “expel the barbarians!” in fe-
vered political discourse. Commodore Matthew Calbraith Perry was serenely
convinced that he was bringing civilization to a benighted land that lived in
flagrant violation of all norms of international society.

From the account above, however, it seems clear that we should pause
before accepting the verdict of Kaempfer the way his translator did. The seven-
teenth century should be judged by seventeenth-century standards, and a
number of qualifications are in order before we accept Perry’s nineteenth-
century view of the matter.
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Japan itself, as we have seen, was far from fully “closed.” For Japanese,
forbidden on pain of death from leaving and trying to return to the country,
the fact was clear enough. These draconian rules were relaxed a bit toward
the end as the regime saw utility in the news and skills that returnees might
bring with them, but they held good through most of the period. Nineteenth-
century English and American captains who thought they were ingratiating
themselves with the Japanese government by bringing shipwrecked sailors and
fishermen back to their home country were helping neither the castaways nor
their own cause. Europe was far more multinational and international. Korea,
however, was if anything more secluded.

Yet the world of the Japanese was far from closed mentally, culturally, or
even technologically. Chinese scholars, artists, and priests came to Nagasaki
throughout the Tokugawa years; educated Chinese received cordial hospitality
from their Japanese hosts, and even Chinese commoners who had skills and
ability were able to make an important contribution to Japanese culture.

As the eighteenth century went on the same was true of the Dutch; they
were gradually exempted from the humiliation of being displayed like Mar-
tians at the shogun’s court. As Japanese scholars began to develop the ability
to read Dutch, the books Dutch ships brought to Nagasaki became more im-
portant than the copper they took back with them. In the 1820s Dr. Philipp
Franz von Siebold, as mentioned, was even permitted to open a school for
Japanese students in Nagasaki.

At the same time the Japanese paranoia about Christianity was never re-
laxed. In Nagasaki even Chinese books that entered were checked for refer-
ences to Christianity. In 1704 a courageous Sicilian named Giovanni Battista
Sidotti made his way to Manila, where he studied Japanese with expatriates,
and in 1708 managed to land on the island of Kyushu with the hope of evangel-
izing for his faith. He was speedily intercepted and transported to Edo, where
he spent the remaining seven years of his life in the dungeon ironically referred
to as the “Christian residence.” There he was interrogated by the shogunal
scholar Arai Hakuseki, who admired his intelligence and courage but pro-
fessed dismay at his credulity. Sidotti then confirmed Japanese views of the
danger of his creed by converting his jailers. Soon interpreters were sent to
inform the Dutch that Sidotti and his converts had been confined in small
square boxes from which they would not emerge again. This took place in
1715. Over a half century later the diary of Dr. Sugita Ganpaku, a pioneer
specialist in Western medicine, noted that ordinary villagers had been seized,
tortured, and executed on the basis of charges that they were secret Christians.
Allegations of belief in Christianity remained one of the most effective ways
of dealing with political enemies and demonstrating personal vigilance. It was
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not that Christians were necessarily evil; quite to the contrary, wrote the samu-
rai Aizawa Yasushi in 1825; rather, they were able to mislead stupid common-
ers by kindness and thereby prepare them to become traitors to their country.

One can grant that what are now called “civil rights” were nonexistent
without dismissing Japan as “closed.” To be sure, after the awareness of Rus-
sian advances on the Kurils and Hokkaido from the north and English ad-
vances on China from the south, Japanese authorities tightened their guard
and closed their minds anew. National security was now at stake. By that time
Ieyasu had been credited with the design for national isolation, and it had
become an apparently inviolable part of Tokugawa tradition. Foreign trade
had also run its course; fewer ships came to Nagasaki, and what they
brought—except for books—was far less important to the Japanese economy,
which had now matured in production of silk, of cotton, and of sugar.

It was precisely in eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries that the West
had changed most dramatically. The long interval of peace in Japan contrasted
with an almost unbroken series of wars in the West. In the process dramatic
changes in military technology made the weapons Japanese carried as obsolete
as the class structure of those who carried them. Intellectual, political, and
economic transformation in America and Europe had led to the participatory
state with its citizen soldiers, while in Japan ordinary people took little interest
in the activities of samurai.

The relative standing of the Western powers had also changed dramati-
cally. At the start of the Tokugawa period Holland was becoming one of Eu-
rope’s great powers, with stations in all parts of the world, but by the nine-
teenth century it had been transformed into a small trading state that minded
its own business almost as quietly as Tokugawa Japan did. Japanese students
sent to Holland in the 1860s concluded with dismay that they had been study-
ing the wrong Western language and country. Matsuki Koan, the future Tera-
jima Munenori, spoke for them in a letter he sent in 1862. “Many scholars
in England and France raised their eyebrows when they heard that we read
Dutch books,” he wrote; “even the Hollanders themselves all read their books
in French or German . . . Beyond the borders no one knows Dutch. I must
honestly say that the country is so small and mean as to startle one.”” He
might, of course, have said the same things about a Japan in which scholars
read books in Chinese and in Dutch.

It is this feeling of having made the wrong choice, and having fallen behind
in consequence, that helps to account for the large literature modern Japanese
have produced about their “closed” country. Additionally, they began to study
world history at a time when European writers emphasized the primacy of
interstate relations and war as formative in the creation of modern states.”
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What “history,” then, had an isolated Japan experienced? It became the more
natural to highlight the “seclusion” laws, and blame them for Japan’s failure
to achieve international standing in early modern times. In the closing days
of World War II the philosopher Watsuji Tetsurd described sakoku as the
“tragedy” of Japan, responsible for most of the problems the country had
experienced in modern times. It forced, he thought, the rushed modernization
under state control that followed, and contributed to the drive to compete
and excel with its disastrous end in the Pacific War.

A half century later, however, the Edo period has come to look very differ-
ent to Japanese historians. This generation has not, of course, been frustrated
by its cruelties or preoccupied with its failings in the way their forebears had
been. Generations of research have made it clear how much things actually
changed during the Edo years. Contemporary Japanese are no longer obsessed
by Japan’s “backwardness” in comparison with the West. The disasters that
dominated Watsuji’s consciousness are now far behind them. Consequently
they show a calm and dispassionate willingness to equate Japan’s experience
with that of other countries. For some liberal, even internationalist, scholars,
the entire system of seclusion needs to be rethought and reevaluated. They
prefer to see it as the normal, or at least reasonable, response of an early
modern state that was defining itself and its boundaries. They draw on the
evidence of vigorous intellectual life in Edo times to deny that seclusion
choked off intellectual curiosity and variety. One scholar indeed has been
quoted as saying, no doubt with tongue in cheek, that “the country was far
more open to new currents during the sakoku period than it is today . . .
foreign goods and information flowed in abundantly.” If one followed this,
it would be necessary to conclude that the generalizations of the textbooks
have been badly overblown, and that the heroic mold in which Western writ-
ers have cast the achievement of Commodore Perry is ill deserved.

It is not necessary to take so benign a view of the Tokugawa system to
suggest that the issue has been badly overdone. What if the Tokugawa found-
ers had taken a less restrictive view of Japan’s place in the international system?
Things probably would not have been so very different. China and Korea,
after all, were part of a world order that was closed to Japan unless it was
willing to make substantial modifications in its professions of sovereignty and
autonomy. Tributary status would have had its costs, and rejection of close
ties with the West would have been one of them. But in any case those ties
remained unlikely. The English had left of their own accord in the 1620s, and
thereafter found themselves increasingly involved in the subcontinent of In-
dia, where profits and glory were far greater. The Iberian empires of Spain and
Portugal were already in decline by the seventeenth century, hardly capable of



FOREIGN RELATIONS 95

threat to Japanese policymakers. That left the maritime holdings of the Dutch
in Southeast Asia, holdings that were consolidated with full political control
only in the late nineteenth century.

Things might not, in other words, have been very different. With one
exception: the ferocity of the Christian extirpation, though an internal matter,
was what led to the external restrictions. That control over sectarians, in turn,
was central to the bakufu’s assertion of control over its feudatories. In that
sense “seclusion” and bakufu “power” were interchangeable.



STATUS GROUPS

4

Most early societies have arranged people in groups for pur-
poses of order and of honor, but few have calibrated that status
with the nice precision that distinguished Tokugawa Japan. In
the latter half of the nineteenth century that precision was gall-
ing to young men who had escaped it. Tokutomi Iichird (usually
known by the pen name Soho), in a best-seller entitled Youth
of the New Japan, argued that Japanese had lived in compart-
ments:

Who was the actual authority or ruler of feudal society?
Discerning and clear-minded individuals would certainly
say the ruler of society was not the Emperor, the nobles, the
warriors, peasants, or merchants. Authority lay somewhere
else. The ruler of society, the repository of authority, was
custom, usage, and tradition.'

The distinction between fudai and tozama feudal lords that was
described in Chapter 2 suggests something of what Tokutomi
meant, but it did little more than scratch the surface of what
is perhaps the most interesting aspect of Tokugawa Japan—the
mibunsei, or system of status. Since early modern times Western
society has known an increasing degree of social mobility, and
the United States has probably carried this to its farthest point.
Imperial China assigned special privilege and status to the schol-
arly and educated, but it combined this with the myth of social
mobility in which the farmer’s son could, by demonstrating his
learning in the civil service examinations, rise to high estate.
Japan, however, began with the myth of a divine emperor
whose authority derived from his relationship to the sun. No
higher appeal could be imagined. Buddhism diluted this by de-
nying its substantive reality, but in practice many of the highest
places in the Buddhist hierarchy came to be restricted to men
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of high status. Confucianism in turn added criteria of performance, morality,
and ability, but these were added to, and seldom substituted for, consider-
ations of birth.

Some scholars have pointed out that Tokugawa compartments of status
could in a sense be considered protection for people who had until then
known the harshness of capricious injustice and casual brutality of earlier
days.? In the nineteenth century some romantics were prepared to go consid-
erably farther by suggesting that Japan’s society of fixed status produced a
desirable stability in human relationships. That, at any rate, is the way Lafcadio
Hearn appraised the system:

Conditions tended toward general happiness as well as toward general
prosperity. There was not, in those years, any struggle for existence—not
at least in our modern meaning of the phrase. The requirements of life
were easily satisfied; every man had a master to provide for him or to
protect him; competition was repressed or discouraged; there was no need
for supreme effort of any sort—no need for the straining of any faculty.
Moreover, there was little or nothing to strive after: for the vast majority
of the people there were no prizes to win. Ranks and incomes were fixed;
occupations were hereditary; and the desire to accumulate wealth must
have been checked or numbed by those regulations which limited the rich
man’s right to use his money as he might please. Even a great lord—even
the Shogun himself—could not do as he pleased . . . Every man’s pleasures
were more or less regulated by his place in society, and to pass from a
lower into a higher rank was no easy matter.’

There is some common ground here on major points, except that Toku-
tomi, who remembered what things had been like, was restless in his compart-
ment, while Hearn, who did not, was more complaisant about the thought
of a life spent “at the length of one’s chains.” But both spoke in hyperbole,
and the system needs to be investigated more closely.

The principal status divisions of the period were codified in the occupa-
tional distinctions—samurai, farmer, artisan, merchant (shi-no-ko-sho)—that
are still rooted in textbook generalizations about premodern Japanese society.
Before taking them up, however, it is well to consider those who were above
these categories.

1. The Imperial Court

There were thirteen sovereigns during the period between 1586 and 1866. Two
were women; the restriction of the line to males did not come until the codifi-
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cation of the imperial household succession rules on European lines in the
nineteenth century. During the years of Tokugawa peace the income and amen-
ities of life at court improved greatly from what they had been during the
uncertain days of the warring states period. But they remained fixed at a mod-
est level; it will be recalled that the total income land set aside for court and
nobility was less than 150,000 koku.

As in earlier times many sovereigns abdicated relatively early, and as a
result the income available to the court often had to support a former emperor
with his own establishment. There were also collateral families to maintain.
A standard device for the support of excess males was their placement as
abbots and priests for court-related (monzeki) temples, of which there were
sixteen. Palace daughters were often sent as brides for the most important
feudal lords; others could be placed as nuns. The emperor was the responsibil-
ity of the shogunal deputy in Kyoto, the shoshidai; his permission was required
for any visits the sovereign might plan, even to the imperial gardens near his
residence in Kyoto. This important office was at first entrusted to the head
of the Itakura family, one of Ieyasu’s most trusted vassals. The court itself
retained the administrative hierarchy of an earlier day. Communication with
the shogunal representative was entrusted to a noble with the title buke denso.
Each “government” thus kept the other at arm’s length and little was left to
chance. Appointments to all court posts, from regent, the title Hideyoshi had
claimed for himself, on down were cleared with the bakufu representative.
But it would probably be wrong to imagine a court seething with indignation
and frustration over domination by warriors in Edo. In a Kyoto setting where
office, lineage, and function had atrophied for centuries, structured warrior
control was merely one additional fetter that was added to the endless re-
straints accumulated by precedent over the years.

The training of members of the imperial family bred habits of docility and
rigidity, and any who became restless under this regimen could be expected
to seek early exit from formal responsibilities through abdication. Even that,
however, required careful preparation, negotiation, and approval from Edo.

At court, life was centered around some 180 ceremonies that were sched-
uled with mathematical precision on the calendar. These ranged from poetry
festivals to ritual invocation of favor from the deities of the Shinto and Bud-
dhist pantheons. Ieyasu’s injunctions to the court and nobility, prepared with
great care after an exhaustive study of precedents, directed that they specialize
in the world of culture. The court became and remained the most authorita-
tive source of precedent and rigor for the entire range of Japanese culture,
from poetry to flower arrangement and incense burning.

Politically powerless though he was, the emperor nevertheless symbolized
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tradition and legitimacy; as Herschel Webb has phrased it, he was the center
of a group whose collective power far exceeded that of any member.* Bakufu
and court honored each other. By the end of the seventeenth century, ceremo-
nies that had gone into eclipse could be funded and staged again through
bakufu generosity and courtesy. The enthronement ceremony, the Daijosai,
was restored to the place of honor it had once known, and ceremonies that
had not been held since medieval times were restored to the court calendar.
As scholarship flourished and customs and texts of antiquity received their
due, the bakufu, especially under the shogunate of Tsunayoshi, did its best
to identify and honor tombs of former emperors; sixty-six of seventy-eight
tombs were researched and maintained in this manner.

In turn the court’s honors were important to the bakufu. Each shogun was
appointed by the emperor. Court approval was required for the designation of
Ieyasu’s tomb at Nikko as a major shrine. Each shogun was designated “Chief
Abbot of the Junna and Shogaku Monasteries” and “Captain in the Right
Division, Imperial Palace Guard”; he was also named head of the military
houses (buke no toryo), and named Minister of the Right in the nonfunction-
ing court bureaucracy.

The honors the court could confer on military houses were eagerly sought
by the daimyo, and the bakufu controlled and monitored this carefully. An
elaborate calculus was worked out for eligibility for the special ranks (fourth
and above) in the nine-step designations of rank that had been introduced
from China centuries before, for these designations were the basis of prece-
dence for seating in the audiences held at the shogun’s castle in Edo. Tokugawa
branch houses naturally fared better than other daimyo in such allocations.’

Court titles appropriate to position were also parceled out to bakufu func-
tionaries. These too harked back to the age of court governance, and usually
brought designation as “ruler” or “governor” or “general” of some geographic
area. However distant or irrelevant such a title might be to the official’s job
or actual location, those so designated would use, and would be referred to,
by that designation from then on.

The court also designated era names (nengo) by which the calendar years
were numbered and known. Era appellations (like “Genroku,” 1688—1704)
were selected by scholars and astrologers who searched for auspicious two-
character phrases in the Chinese classics. The eras so designated were never
more than twenty and frequently as short as four or five years long. The nengo
were considered to have important consequences for fortune and success, and
usually required extensive negotiation with the bakufu.

Despite its political powerlessness the imperial court remained and in-
creased in importance as a source of legitimacy and honor throughout Japa-
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nese society. The bakufu did its best to isolate the court from contact with
the military houses and tried to rationalize and control its significance for
commoners and shrines, but there is no question that a rather shamanistic
awe continued to surround it. Nor were court titles restricted to the military
elite. Honorary titles of lesser distinction (for example, “Secretary in the Pro-
vincial Government of . . .”) were also issued to honor outstanding commoner
craftsmen, or artists who had attracted the notice of the court. Once so desig-
nated, the honored families tended to continue to use such titles. When the
bakufu tried, in 1707, to put some order into this system by mandating
that these titles be registered and thereafter issued for one generation only,
its survey turned up 521 such for the city of Edo alone.® The imperial court,
by virtue of its special relationship to the Sun Goddess and the great shrine
at Ise, also conferred designations of rank on (Shinto) shrines all over the
country.

Warrior statesmen sometimes disparaged court nobles as “long sleeves”
(nagasode) to indicate that they were impractical, inexperienced in the real
world, jealous, and petty, and no doubt they often were. But their status and
prestige made daughters of court nobles ideal marriage partners. This, too,
was regulated by the bakufu, for the Code for the Military Houses warned
against contracting marriage privately. Nevertheless over time major daimyo
houses developed marriage ties with major aristocratic families. The Shimazu
of Satsuma, for instance, and the Konoe often intermarried, as did the Yama-
uchi of Tosa with the Sanjo, and a number of others. This was no less true
at the very highest level. The marriage tie which Hidetada, the second shogun,
formed with the court by sending a granddaughter as bride for an emperor
was followed in each generation thereafter as wives and consorts were selected
from the imperial line or high court nobility. Tokugawa collateral houses also
followed this example. As a result by late Tokugawa times, as Bob Wakabyashi
points out, a genuine feeling of kinship formed among the members of Japan’s
highest class.” In the 1860s the marriage of an imperial princess to an Edo
shogun became highly controversial, as we shall see below in connection with
the Meiji Restoration.

References to “the court” usually refer to the Kyoto nobility as well as to
the imperial families, and the court nobles, or kuge, formed a separate and
uniquely insular society. There were 137 noble families at Kyoto. They too
were arranged in a strict pattern of hierarchy. Kuge families sprang from the
cluster of aristocratic houses that began to assume their historic place from
the time of Fujiwara no Kamatari (614—669). It was he who masterminded
the Taika Reform of 645 that installed the emperor as a Chinese-style monarch
surrounded by the panoply of a bureaucratic system. From him descended
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the numerous branches of the great clan that dominated court and national
affairs until the assumption of political power by the military in the eleventh
century.

The Kyoto nobility were headed by five families, designated as sekke, that
constituted the principal branches of the Fujiwara. One of the greatest of these
was the Konoe. Each sekke house was allotted the income from lands produc-
ing 1,500—2,000 koku. From them came the principal appointees in the court
bureaucracy, including the post of kanpaku. Below them were nine families
(the seika) whose income stood at 300—700 koku. The villas (often modest
enough) of the court nobles were clustered around the emperor’s palace
in Kyoto. Many of the court families supplemented their modest income
by reigning over house specialties (kagyo) like incense, flowers, tea, poetry,
music, and traditional dance. In these skills they functioned as the highest
expression of iemoto, the hierarchical, hereditary, and house-centered pattern
of secret tradition and transmission of skills that followed a prescribed, ortho-
dox path.

Life in the rarified society of the Kyoto court nobility was stilted and desic-
cated. Although there was constant infusion of new blood through regular
and furtive sexual unions, the principal lines were inevitably highly inbred.
During the centuries of peace that the Tokugawa dominance made possible,
however, the arts of war receded in importance and the needs and interests
of a more civil society came to the fore. As this happened the Kyoto court
gained steadily in respect and prestige. In the eighteenth century currents of
intellectual change added additional currents of antiquarian study that helped
to rekindle interest in the emperor as the center of what was truly “Japanese.”
The imperial institution and its traditions, long the center of cultural national-
ism, then lay ready at hand to serve as the center of a new political nationalism
as well.

2. The Ruling Samurai Class

It was the samurai caste that gave the Tokugawa years their distinctive charac-
ter. Samurai served as ideal ethical types, theoretically committed to service
and indifferent to personal danger and gain. They received special and sepa-
rate treatment in criminal procedure. Everything set them aside from com-
moner culture. Two swords, one long and one short, were thrust through the
waist sash but not attached or supported; a special hip-forward posture and
stride were required to compensate for the swords. Their hair was done in a
special topknot. Samurai wore distinctive, stiff-shouldered jackets (kataginu)
and trousers (hakama) that resembled a divided skirt. Their swagger and
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swords set them off from ordinary people. A possibly authentic “Legacy of
Ieyasu” authorized the use of the swords on a commoner unwise enough to
be rude (kirisute gomen, license to cut down). Prestigious samurai houses
could pride themselves on their ancestor’s suit of armor, and manuals illus-
trating the proper procedure for donning it were increasingly necessary as the
years passed.

These perquisites of status were to some degree balanced by the proprieties
of death. The samurai was supposed to have a fatalistic preparedness to re-
deem his name and honor by the excruciatingly painful self-immolation of
seppuku or, more vulgarly, “hara-kiri” to which his lord might sentence him.
The memoirs of the nineteenth-century Christian pastor, Ebina Danjo, pro-
vide a graphic reminder of the way such standards survived into the 1860s.

I was thirteen when drill in the English manner was introduced. Only
fifteen-year-olds were supposed to be included and I should not have been,
but I exerted myself and managed to be included. One day, at the peak
of the gunfire, I somehow pulled the firing pin on my gun without having
removed the priming rod. When the gun fired the rod went flying and
wounded one of the officers. Not knowing what to do, I crept home to-
wards evening. On the way I encountered father. He confronted me, saying
“You have done a terrible thing. You will have to commit suicide! But
wait until I get home before you carry it out. Meanwhile resign yourself
to what you have to do.” Having resigned myself, I waited, testing the
sincerity of my warrior determination. When father returned home around
midnight I was still waiting, but he cried out, “It’s not bad enough for

suicide.”®

An early-seventeenth-century primer of samurai morality, Hagakure, writ-
ten by Yamamoto Tsunetomo, a Saga samurai, is often cited as the classic
exposition of the samurai value system. The book was revived as a classic
during Japan’s fevered prewar ultranationalist years, and it enjoyed a postwar
afterglow in the writing and seppuku of the author Mishima Yukio in 1970.
It is a curious work with at least three aspects that deserve comment. The
first is its insistence on the total subordination of the samurai to his lord, a
commitment that is almost religious in character. Second is its espousal of a
fatalistic resignation, indeed a renunciation of life, as the samurai is enjoined
to prepare himself for death. A third and more surprising feature of this work
is its anticipation of the anonymity of a subsequent bureaucratic world of
suspicion and backbiting by its warnings against confiding in others. The
proper samurai, it suggests, keeps his mouth shut and concentrates on himself.
This insistence on the observation of proper form and bearing does little to
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prepare one for the more colorful world of the Edo samurai. The author,
however, was already lamenting that the standards he extolled were being lost
in times of peace.

Bushido [the Way of the Warrior], I have found out, lies in dying.

When confronted with two alternatives, life and death, one is to choose
death without hesitation. There is nothing particularly difficult; one has
only to be resolved and push forward.

While some say “Death without gaining one’s end is but a futile death,”
such a calculating way of thinking comes from conceited, citified bushido.
Pressed between two alternatives, one can hardly be sure of choosing the
righteous of the two. To be sure, everybody prefers life to death; he tends
to reason himself into staying alive somehow. But if he comes out alive
without gaining his righteous end, he is a coward. Therein lies a crucial
point to consider.

Conversely, as long as one’s choice is death, even if he dies without
accomplishing his just aim, his death is free of disgrace, although others
may term it as a vain or insane one. This is the essence of bushido. If
one, through being prepared for death every morning and evening, expects
death any moment, bushido will become his own, whereby he shall be able
to serve the lord all his life through and through with not a blunder.’

It was in the Tokugawa years that the articulation of bushido as a code of
morality was perfected. Samurai moralists had to explain how it was that they,
alone among their countrymen, performed no productive labor. Yamaga Soko
(1622—1685) asked, “How can it be that the samurai should have no [produc-
tive] occupation?” His answer was that “the business of the samurai consists
in reflecting on his own station in life, in discharging loyal service to his master
if he has one, in deepening his fidelity in associations with friends, and, with
due consideration of his own position, in devoting himself to duty above all
... The samurai dispenses with the business of the farmer, artisan, and mer-
chant and confines himself to practicing this Way; should there be someone in
the three classes of the common people who transgresses against these moral
principles, the samurai summarily punishes him and thus upholds proper
moral principles in the land.”"® In other words, the samurai was the only one
who, by not having to “work,” was free to concentrate on virtue and to em-
body it in society. This made for a stern ethic, and it is not surprising that
not all samurai lived up to it.

Japan had received from Chinese classics the notion that in the well-
ordered society classes were arranged in order of the nature of their service.
Under the administrator-scholars came the agriculturalists, whose nurture of
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the five grains sustained society. Both they and the next group, artisans who
made useful objects, ranked higher than merchants. Merchants not only failed
to produce anything, but also risked contributing to materialism and selfish-
ness by their role in the exchange of goods.

In Japan the “administrator-scholar” who led in importance to society
now became the warrior-administrator, as the term and character “saburau,”
to serve, became “samurai” instead."! The samurai order was never given a
fully legal basis, however, and it remained to some degree artificial and impre-
cise. Yet the idea of a hierarchy of specialization served as the accepted norm
of social organization.”? Acceptance of such an idea was spread throughout
society by a number of media, particularly the theater. Popular culture, as
will be seen, reinforced and diffused these attitudes throughout the Tokugawa
years.

Warriors had been set aside as a social, and a closed, class by the decisions
separating them from agriculturalists that Hideyoshi made in the 1580s and
1590s. Historians credit his edicts with trying to end the kind of social mobility
that had made his own rise possible. The countryside was disarmed, and sam-
urai, with a monopoly on violence, became full-time specialists in keeping
the peace. Military overlords were warned against giving shelter to samurai
from other areas that could destabilize society,” and samurai were gathered
at their lords’ headquarters. In the process families could divide. The first
Tosa daimyo, Yamauchi Kazutoyo, was the younger brother of an Owari gran-
dee who, staying in place on his acreage, continued to be considered head of
the main branch of the family despite his surrender of warrior status, while
his younger brother, who went off to Hideyoshi’s wars, became head of a
branch house.

Each daimyo army of course had a range of ranks from general to private,
and each lord maintained duty rosters of his retainers. In our histories the
higher ranks naturally receive much more attention than the lower, although
foot soldiers were far more numerous. It is useful to examine one domain,
that of Tosa, to see how the principal retainers were ranked and rewarded.
As was true throughout Japan, samurai were divided between “upper” (joshi)
and “regular” (hirazamurai) ranks in this pattern:

11 kard, “house elders,” granted lands with a tax base of 1,500—11,000
koku. Headed major military formations; frequently intermarried
with daimyo family. In effect, the Tosa equivalent of the Tokugawa
fudai daimyo.

11 chiiro, with tax base of 45-1,500 koku, “hands-on” administrators of
the most important functions.
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Tosa “regular” samurai included

800 umamawari, mounted guard with tax base of 100—700 koku, field-
grade officers who furnished the bulk of the administrative per-
sonnel.

koshogumi, with lands producing 70—250 koku, not fixed in number,
who staffed most magistracies.

rusuigumi, also not fixed in number, with lands producing 50-200
koku, who staffed lesser offices.

Far below these were the

ashigaru, foot soldiers, who served as labor battalions and foremen for
construction and lumbering.

These koku figures reflect assessment and not samurai income, which might
average half the total. Office normally brought an additional supplement.

Discussions of “samurai” usually focus on the upper and middle ranks,
which produced the men who qualified for domain housing, had armor,
swords, horses, and followers, and were eligible for office. Their claim to do-
main standing and income could count for “property.” Farther down the line,
men moved into and out of petty rank and burdensome duty with some fre-
quency.

If so, how many Japanese should we count as samurai? The first careful
attempt at a national tally came in the nineteenth century, when the Meiji
government tried to calculate its burden in entitlement for former samurai.
Its figure came to 408,823 households, with a total of 1,892,449 people when
dependents were included." This represents about 5 or 6 percent of the popu-
lation of Japan, and constituted an extremely large privileged class. In prerevo-
lutionary France, for instance, the clergy and nobility combined numbered
0.5 to 0.6 percent of the population. The French nobles lived on their own
land, however, while the Japanese armies, which included hosts of privates
and foot soldiers, were paid by their daimyo."

In the Edo period the complexities between “upper” and “lower” were
enormous. Sendai had 34 ranks, Yamaguchi had 59, and the Meiji educator
Fukuzawa Yukichi, in his memoirs of the tiny Kyushu domain of Nakatsu,
spoke of 100 ranks. He noted that sometimes men managed to cross the barri-
ers that separated “upper” from “lower,” but wrote that there had probably
not been more than four or five such who succeeded in the entire 250-year
period. In Nakatsu men of lower rank had to prostrate themselves before those
of higher rank; even a casual encounter on the road would involve removal of
footgear and prostration in the dust. “The lower samurai,” Fukuzawa wrote,
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“were thus ill-versed in literature and other high forms of learning, and not
unnaturally came to have the bearing and deportment of humble workmen,”
while their superiors, “their manners . . . naturally elegant and aristocratic
. .. could be considered most cultured and refined gentlemen.”'* Comparable
barriers of class within those of warrior status could be found in all parts of
Japan. But movement into and out of the class at lower levels, where perqui-
sites were few, were much more common. John W. Hall’s analysis of the do-
main of Okayama concluded that there was a surprisingly high turnover
through adoption and recruitment, and that the farther down in the hierarchy
one went the more numerous the recent entrants. Of the 527 Okayama kachi,
a petty officer rank, 354 joined after 1632."”

Samurai entered the Tokugawa period as fighting men, and within a few
generations they found themselves charged with civil administration. As this
developed the arts of peace and the requirements of education gradually came
to the fore. In areas known for scholarship and daimyo patronage of learning
there might consequently be somewhat more latitude for recognition of abil-
ity. In the Tokugawa domain of Mito, an area that prided itself from the
seventeenth century on historical scholarship, Fujita Yakoku (1774-1826), the
son of an old clothes dealer, and his son Toko became major political and
intellectual influences through the patronage of a lord eager to surround him-
self with learned advisers.” But it was rare for ordinary commoners to have
the opportunity to enter into substantial samurai ranks, and more rare still
for it to be recognized.

In times of peace it was no less difficult for soldiers to demonstrate quali-
ties that would justify advancement into higher ranks. In wartime valor and
quick response could win reward, but after the Shimabara rebellion Japan’s
samurai knew nothing more threatening than a confrontation with large bod-
ies of discontented commoners who had been deprived of their swords. In
consequence the samurai class was like an army of occupation that stayed in
place from generation to generation. Divisions of status and perquisites of
rank are notoriously obvious in garrison life in time of peace. The proportion
of samurai to commoners, and hence the intensity of military occupation,
varied from area to area, and older, more peripheral domains like Satsuma
had a much higher count of samurai than domains to which Tokugawa vassals
were promoted in the early years of the shogunate, but within the samurai
class precise gradations of rank and status were everywhere the rule.

Overall, the retention of jurisdiction over a parcel of counties, villages,
and land best served to distinguish “upper” from “lower” samurai. Subinfeu-
dation of this sort was more usual in fozama domains than it was along the
Pacific coast heartland where Tokugawa fudai predominated. In most areas
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a pattern of administrative rationalization gradually led domains to substitute
stipends for fiefs. The majority of samurai, and certainly all lower samurai,
received their income from the domain warehouse in the form of bales of
rice. This placed them at the mercy of rice dealers who could convert those
bales into money for goods they could not produce themselves; the larger the
castle town in which they found themselves, the more they needed to buy.

It is difficult to imagine the limitations of a life in which income was
determined by the awards granted one’s early-seventeenth-century ancestors.
Kozo Yamamura’s study of the personnel files of 4,956 Tokugawa ban-
nermen—the hatamoto—for the entire period suggests how unlikely things
were to improve for these “upper” samurai.'” The bannermen were the center
of the bakufu’s military and administrative structure. Most were enfeoffed
with small grants in the Kanto plain in the early years, “lords” over territory
so minute that a village might find itself carved into two or even three admin-
istrative taxing areas.

Throughout the Tokugawa years 55 percent of those studied remained
in the classification the founder of the house had received. Only 4 percent
experienced a promotion of status and income. Slightly more than half (53
percent) of the group ever had an official post, and of that number 41 percent
succeeded their parent in the identical job. Demotions were handed down for
464 men for personal profligacy: excessive drinking, flagrant immorality, and
ruinous debt. Of those 23 were banished, 5 executed, and 8 were permitted
to take their life “honorably” by seppuku. Forty family lines died out, presum-
ably for lack of an heir, but in 1,124 cases house heads were permitted to adopt
their successors. Through all this the income of most bannermen remained
constant, but as the commoner society around them was gaining in affluence
their real, and certainly their psychic, income declined. As Yamamura sums
it up, their “modal income was sufficient to classify them as poor by almost
any standards applying to a ruling class.”

The chief hope for improvement within any generation would be appoint-
ment to a post in which one might at least feel useful, and be able to improve
the conditions of life through the additional office salary provided or the pecu-
lation that would be possible. A number of diaries indicate how difficult it
was to win appointment to a post to which one’s ancestor’s precedence had
not entitled one. One diary of an Owari samurai reveals a frantic and frustrat-
ing search for a post that is so disheartening that he makes a spectacle of
himself by dashing up to the daimyo’s procession in a futile effort to present
him with an anguished petition.”® By and large rigidification of rank became
worse as Tokugawa rule progressed. Katsu Kokichi, an early-nineteenth-
century hatamoto, wrote disconsolately, “Every morning I put on my kataginu
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and hakama and made the rounds of the powers that be. I went to the home of
Commissioner Okubo, Kozuke no suke [an honorific court title] in Akasasaki
Kuichigaisoto and begged him to recommend me for a post. I even submitted
a list of the misdeeds I had committed, adding a request that I be considered,
now that I had repented . . . but not once was I given a post.” It is not
surprising that for many (and certainly for Katsu Kokichi, as his diary shows)
the frustration of an empty life found an outlet in antisocial behavior. In
Katsu’s case he became so consistently erratic that his adoptive family, despair-
ing of his reform and afraid that he would commit some deed that would
bring dishonor to them all, had a wooden cage installed for him inside their
house.

In essence, then, the maintenance of so large a samurai class in unproduc-
tive idleness put a premium on underemployment. At higher levels this
worked against excessive accumulation of personal power; at lower levels it
spread the work and maintained dependency. At the very highest levels of the
bakufu bureaucracy in which most posts had multiple appointments, men
served on a system of monthly rotation. At middle and lower levels the expec-
tations of status and society made for a lavish use of retainers as personal
servants. In Tokugawa prints the samurai is never shown carrying anything,
even his umbrella; that is the function of someone lower in status. And since
those persons too were the concern of a regime determined to maintain its
standing forces in peacetime at as low a cost as possible, bakufu and domain
legislation prescribed such service as appropriate. An increase in stipend,
whether reward or emolument for office, was usually expressed in terms of
“rations for two (or more) men.” In 1712 the bakufu used koku income as
a basis for prescribing the minimum number of attendants that should be
maintained at the daimyo residences in Edo. Hatamoto, too, were ordered to
maintain a fixed complement of retainers. In theory the rationale for this was
the possible needs of military service, but since the land was at peace most
such individuals functioned as little more than domestic servants.”

Social order also made it desirable to keep up appearances appropriate to
status. The retainer should not go into debt with merchant lenders, but it was
also improper for him to scrimp in order to fatten his personal account. His
security lay with his superior’s benevolence. Bakufu directives enjoined all
retainers to “reflect upon your station and practice frugality so that you will
not do things which smack of extravagance.” But, as the Buke shohatto of 1710
pointed out, “In clothing and houses, provisions for banquets, and articles of
gifts, some are extravagant and others are too frugal. Both of these are at
variance with the rules of propriety.” Ieyasu himself was reported to have
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warned that “there are also people who misunderstand frugality and believe
that they are being frugal even when they carry it to the point of not doing
what they should do, and when they fail thus in their obligations, they are
greatly in error.””

For lower ranks this balance was not easy to maintain. By the eighteenth
century many samurai came to the conclusion that it was less expensive for
them to employ commoners to keep up appearances, even as bearers and
attendants at official audiences. Consequently the lower level of “samurai”
society faded off into that of the nonsamurai with no neat or clear distinctions.
In Edo administration the magistrate had under him assistant magistrates, or
yoriki, who in turn were served by many more doshin, or “helpers,” who wore
only one sword and wore no formal hakama; they in turn had assistants who
were nonsamurai altogether. Writers concerned with military preparedness
and samurai discipline frequently complained of the trend to hire doshin for
routine guard duty at barricades and bridges.

In many large castle towns, and particularly in Edo, commercialization
and materialism thus came to water down the stern ethic of the much-quoted
warrior moralists. In smaller castle towns and in poorer areas, however, samu-
rai often faced a real struggle for existence on their income. This could particu-
larly be the case if the local daimyo was a martinet determined to “reform”
his local economy to restore military preparedness. In such cases the real bur-
den was borne by the samurai wife, who had to make a slender income stretch
to cover basic needs. It was up to her to extend herself in the weaving, sewing,
and cleaning of clothes. It was also she who had to take responsibility for the
education of her children. Her primary duty was to continue her husband’s
line, and a barren wife was likely to be sent home.

No doubt economic conditions worsened over time, but Yamakawa
Kikue’s recollections of her nineteenth-century childhood as the daughter of
an “upper” samurai family in the Tokugawa domain of Mito provides a star-
tling picture of genteel poverty and hardship. Her childhood came during a
period of particularly severe “reform” under a daimyo (Tokugawa Nariaki,
1800—-1860) who was determined to prepare his domain for the crisis he saw
coming with the West. Of the thousand-odd Mito samurai, she writes, about
seven hundred had stipends of less than 100 koku. They received less than half
that amount in income, however, and so the domain permitted those at that
level and below to supplement their income, usually by having their wives do
weaving on the side. In some cases men, too, might make umbrellas or weave
baskets for additional change, but the real burden fell on the women. The
highest-ranking retainer, who had the hereditary designation of Keeper of the
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Castle, enjoyed an income of 5,000 koku and kept as many as thirty retainers.
Most samurai, however, did their best to economize by keeping fewer and
fewer retainers and hiring peasant second and third sons as part-time retainers
instead. In Yamakawa’s youth the han reform program was so stringent that
rules prohibited even samurai girls from developing skill in the traditional
arts of music, tea ceremony, and flower arrangement. They went to school
(where students were grouped according to their fathers’ incomes) for basic
literacy in Japanese syllabary, but once that was achieved their time went to
household arts and weaving. Sumptuary regulations forbade dressing in silk,
and the han developed fields of cotton; this kept the samurai women busy at
their spinning wheels. Family clothes were turned and resewn, repaired and
reused constantly. Frugality extended to the care of the body and hair; profes-
sional hairdressers existed, but they were not allowed to work on samurai
wives. “Women normally washed their hair no more than twice a year, in
midsummer and at year’s end, and men, too, washed their hair only very
rarely. In the early Tokugawa period life in Mito was very stark and primitive,
and until the 1690s even the daimyo, it appears, did not use hair oil.”** Cush-
ions (zabuton) were never used in Yamakawa’s family, even for meals and
“banquets” of the humble foods available; the only one in the house was re-
served for the house head’s desk. Children reluctant to eat their food were
lectured with reminders that a samurai could never know when duty would
call him to battle and when he would need all possible strength.

In other words, two centuries after the fighting had stopped in Japan the
military ethic and language of the early seventeenth century was being invoked
to prepare young retainers for future crises. Pitiful reminders of a heroic past
were adapted to a mundane present. One Yamakawa relative, a family whose
income had slowly dropped from 500 koku to 200 koku, and whose ancestor
had once served as Captain of the Vanguard, was now charged with duty as
fireman. When a fire broke out he would don his special jacket with spark
protection, rally his platoon of twenty foot soldiers, and sally forth to meet
the “enemy.” During his absence the members of the house were no less busy
warming the sake and preparing the food with which to welcome the fire-
fighters upon their return. Yamakawa writes that by the nineteenth century
the Mito retainer houses like the one in which she grew up had assumed a
dark, neglected, and desolate character. Samurai families could no longer af-
ford to keep their properties up. The spacious grounds were covered with
weeds, and the rush-covered floor mats (tatami) were bare, soiled, and worn.
It is clear that by her time life for the “upper” samurai of a domain came far
short of what might be posited for a “ruling class.” These mid- and late Toku-
gawa realities are in particularly striking contrast to the sumptuary legislation
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with which busy Edo bureaucrats tried to curb excessive spending and bring
appearance into conformity with status.

3. Village Life

Farmers ranked second, after samurai, in the traditional fourfold division of
honor and function. The food they produced made everything else possible.
In the Tokugawa years some 85 percent of all Japanese were agriculturalists,
and their productivity, welfare, and discontent mirrored the success or short-
comings of government.

Climate, geography, and tradition differed a good deal from one part of
Japan to the other, but a concern with status makes it possible to blur some
of these differences. There were approximately 63,000 villages in Japan in To-
kugawa times. The Tokugawa village was to some degree the product of the
great surveys which the unifiers, especially Hideyoshi, undertook during the
Sengoku period. Although the effective date of that stabilization differed from
one part of Japan to the other,”” most accounts cite the Hideyoshi survey as
the central point of departure. It was these surveys that broke up, or finalized
the break up of, the medieval pattern of administration privatization of large
tracts (shoen) usually referred to as “estates.” The late-sixteenth-century sur-
veys made it possible to put an end to overlapping rights. They removed
warrior-farmers from the picture and substituted for them full-time warriors
or agriculturalists. They were carried out with a nationwide, largely standard
measure of land. The focus of the surveys was on the village and not on indi-
vidual agriculturalists, but in each village fields were identified with their til-
lers. Those so named were presumed responsible for the village’s nengu, or
produce tax. The surveys extended to residential and upland plots as well as
paddy rice fields, but all assessments were calculated in rice equivalents by
koku yield.

Premodern village life was a community enterprise. It required the cooper-
ation of the group to level land for paddies that could be flooded, to channel
the water course and to allocate it during the growing season. Rice planting
was also a communal exercise. Particularly favorable locations were set aside
as seedbeds, and the seedlings were planted in villagewide cooperative patterns
that were followed by festivals to celebrate the work and invoke shrine bless-
ings for its success. Cooperation was also required to raise the roof for new
buildings and repair the old. Access to compost taken from the common lands
or uplands was overseen by cooperative measures as well.

Life in isolation thus became virtually impossible for farming families.
Deviance from village norms could be punished by exclusion (mura hachibu),
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and the problems this raised for individuals were so severe that it was usual
for them to submit a petition for reinstatement to favor. Exclusion from group
activities was a powerful sanction throughout rural society. In most areas
young men were organized in Young Men’s Associations (and in some areas
young women in Young Women’s Associations, musume gumi) that disci-
plined their members by ostracism. Readmission to society would usually in-
volve assurances of contrition, as shown in this apology for getting into a
drunken brawl after a wedding:

Apology

My two younger brothers and I, from the beginning unruly, have in the
past committed excesses in the eyes of all of you. So on this year of the
Tiger second month, 26th day, at my wedding, we three brothers, when
a slight disturbance occurred as Asakichi came to observe, chased him into
the fields and beat him with our farmers’ tools. Not only that, but we
dragged him into the house, and with our parents we slandered and bad-
mouthed him and also beat him up. For these reasons, the Young Men’s
Association expelled us; and since we were charged with being evil persons,
it has touched us deeply. Since being expelled from the association we have
had no one to consult with, and we finally asked a mediator to implore
you for reconciliation. The collective consultations were difficult for you
because of all this, but thanks to your charity the matter has kindly been
settled, and we are most grateful.

It has been decided that we will never hold any offices in the Associa-
tion. At the sake celebration we will of course never occupy honored seats,
and we will be treated as junior members. At all points we will accept
advice without talking back, and we pledge to be quiet and change our
behavior. If by any chance we should have a change of heart and fail to live
up to this, then you may hand down any penalty you wish. Furthermore, as
we have now reformed, and presented this apology, we do not harbor the
slightest ill will or resentment. Anydji Village, Kurita County, Omi prov-
ince, 1866.%°

The village produced more than rice. Upland, dry fields were used for
coarser grains, sweet potatoes, soy beans, and hemp. Local conditions might
permit the production of more unusual items like cotton, indigo, sugar cane,
and salt in coastal beds. As time went on and urban markets developed “lux-
ury” crops like tobacco (which was, with potatoes, a sixteenth-century import)
were added to the list. Initially domain authorities wanted full concentration
on food crops, but the commercial possibilities of such yields made them
attractive for merchant groups that developed. By the eighteenth century do-
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main merchants often took the lead in urging the advantages of producing,
rather than importing (from other domains), such commodities, and helped
to lessen and finally remove the distaste the samurai directors of han finance
had for such production.”

The core of the village social structure in the early Tokugawa period was
to be found in the farmers identified with fields in the early surveys. These
honbyakusho, “principal,” as opposed to ordinary, farmers (hyakusho) were
in many cases derived from the privileged, half-samurai caste of early Sengoku
days; they might have exclusive rights to forest land, direct local water projects,
and maintain large establishments. At no time did villagers constitute an un-
differentiated group. Registers show astonishing variations in holdings that
range from, as Thomas Smith has put it, mere garden plots to estates of 100
and more koku.” Those in the upper categories clearly had superior access to
education and to favor from administrators, and they usually chose their
spouses from comparable families. Only they possessed full “membership” or
shares (kabu) in the village, and as village leaders it was up to them to deter-
mine the allocation of the tax burden which the village collectively owed its
lord. They alone participated in the village assembly. In time their fields would
be known as honden, the original (hon) paddies recorded in the early surveys.

Village leaders might be hereditary, appointed by samurai officials, or
elected from leading village families. The names of the office they held varied
from place to place, but their function was everywhere the same; to mediate
between the village hyakusho and the samurai district official whose headquar-
ters were in the nearest town of any size. The village head’s responsibility was
a heavy one, for he stood between the village and the local “state.” He was
held responsible by either side if things went wrong. In early Tokugawa years
options were relatively scarce, and it was up to him to remonstrate with the
authorities if duty became too burdensome. Peace and relative prosperity
brought gradual change, however, and by the middle and later parts of the
period villagers were to be found asserting the desire for greater say in the
selection of their leaders and their own affairs.”

Below the honbyakusho were the landless, many of them tenants and many
more serving as part of the establishment of the social leaders. Tenantry in
the Japanese countryside was not something that developed with capitalism,
but it had its origins in the inequality of premodern times. The nature of the
Japanese countryside in most areas meant that holdings took the form of small
paddies and fields scattered through a valley instead of single contiguous units,
and for most households this meant a more desirable arrangement than a
single contiguous unit, since it provided a measure of security against weather,
pestilence, and drought. Even when the lay of the land did not dictate such
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an arrangement, however, tradition encouraged it. In many areas flood plains
were redivided periodically in a process reminiscent of the allocations system
specified in the codes of earlier days. Divided holdings, however, required
frequent, indeed almost constant, movement between the plots. If they were
sizable it became more efficient and profitable to sublet activities to men
whose names were not listed with the owners of land in the early registers.
The tenant, however, shared few of the public rights and duties of his landlord,
and he lived under severe economic dependence. His plot was usually too
small to give him the opportunity of accumulating anything, and the house
in which he lived, and the tools he used, were probably not his own. Paternal-
ism, vital for his life, was expressed in language, deportment, and deference
summed up in his status as a mizunomi, or “water drinking,” farmer. The
landlord was his “parent person,” oya-kata, and he the landlord’s kokata or
child.”

Rural families were organized in five-household units, the goningumi, un-
der a system of communal responsibility. Punishment could be inflicted on
the unit for the misdeeds of any of its members, and a tax shortfall from one
could be imposed on those who remained. The unit of rural life was the family,
or house, and not the individual. In the seventeenth century stern rules for-
bade movement in or out of the village, and every individual could have been
expected to have an unspoken but sure knowledge of the relative standing of
households, their history and record in that locality, and their resources.’!

Our understanding of the nature of status and well-being in the Japanese
countryside has benefited tremendously from historical research carried on
in the last fifty years. Prior to World War II most historians concentrated
their attention on the history of Japan’s samurai rulers. From that perspective
the countryside was seen through the lens of hortatory and minatory edicts
that came down from the castle towns. Alarming tales of oppression and vic-
timization of the countryside created the impression of early modern agricul-
turalists as severely oppressed, a largely undifferentiated and faceless body of
peasants stooped to their labor. Official documents left little doubt of the
purpose with which the authorities viewed the peasants; they should be
squeezed like seeds, one statement had it, in order to extract as much as possi-
ble from them. Another held that farmers should be worked so that they
would neither live (to consume) nor die (and stop producing). Major edicts,
especially those of the seventeenth century, bear this out. A Tosa document
of 1612 indicates the fear of absconding peasants by warning that “the main
thing is to keep [peasants] from leaving the province”; harboring a runaway
“probably deserves the death penalty, but if we become too severe the result
would only be to make them flee all the way to the next province.” Again,
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“It is a very serious offense to desert to another province. Those who assist
in the getaway are equally guilty. Both ears and nose must be cut off.” How-
ever, “If a person is a fugitive, his offense is less serious if he hides within
the borders of this realm. But fleeing to another province must be absolutely
forbidden.”? Clearly the focus here was on retention of productive labor. The
classic statement was probably the bakufu’s ordinance of 1649, a schoolmaster-
ish document of thirty-two articles that spoke of neat planting, careful weed-
ing, early rising, and evening work “to be done with great care,” and warned
farmers not to buy tea or sake. “However good-looking a wife may be,” it
went on, “if she neglects her household duties by drinking tea or sightseeing
or rambling on the hillsides, she must be divorced.” Peasants should eat millet
and other coarse foods instead of rice, they should wear only cotton or hemp
and never silk, and “they should not smoke tobacco. It is harmful to health,
it takes up time, and costs money. It also creates a risk of fire.””

These are gloomy indications of a life of consistent oppression and hard-
ship, and they suggest that the Tokugawa village resembled a well-regulated
concentration camp. It is however wise to regard these injunctions as the
products of samurai officials who had a very low estimate of farmer diligence
and intelligence, and at some variance from the life that farmers actually lived.
The officials were anxious to keep peasants from profiting from their labor.
Their sumptuary laws made clear that farmers should not wear cotton rain
capes or use umbrellas, which were reserved for village headmen. Leather-
soled sandals were prohibited, and the use of hair combs made of tortoise
shell could bring punishment of thirty days’ confinement. In some areas farm-
ers were forbidden to ride a horse or ox within a mile or two of the castle
town. Farmers were ordered to uncover their heads and bow when samurai
passed. Still other laws spelled out the limits of consumption permitted for
wedding and feast days, specified proper limits for housing, and ruled out
sliding door panels and tatami floor mats. Clearly the authorities were on the
lookout for excessive consumption, and determined to keep the rural surplus
for their own use.”

After World War II Japanese specialists submerged themselves in the mi-
nutiae of village life and economy anew. From their work emerged a much
more interesting village, one with complex strata of status and privilege, and
in many ways a microcosm of the larger national hierarchy of status. As a
leading student of this literature summed it up, “The peasants were not the
homogeneous class depicted by the Confucianists. Peasant society itself was
a pyramid of wealth and power and legal rights that rose from the tenant and
genin [servants] at the bottom through small and middling landholders to
what might be called a class of wealthy peasants at the top.”*
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In recent years interpretations have shifted in emphasis once more. The
discussion now is on the change from the severe picture presented by seven-
teenth-century administrators who were trying to get things under control to
the varied forms of growth in eighteenth-century Japan. For one thing, the
degree of village autonomy meant that while samurai might fulminate they
did not necessarily dominate. Most of them lived in castle towns, and in some
domains they were actually forbidden from entering the countryside, where
they might disrupt things. Consequently the likelihood and frequency of a
farmer’s encountering a samurai before whom he had standing orders to pros-
trate himself were not very great. Furthermore the countryside became more
productive and more of that product, as we shall see, stayed in the countryside.
Land reclamation, improved agricultural technology for seeds, irrigation, and
fertilizer increased yields and opened new opportunities for private accumula-
tion. Commercialization brought with it shifting fortunes; large family hold-
ings tended to break up as branch households made their way from total
dependency to partial and then virtual independence. Samurai administrators
in the towns, it is clear, failed to extract much of the new agricultural surplus;
tax rates seem to have remained largely unchanged, probably kept there by
the certainty of peasant protest.”® As more of that surplus remained in the
countryside, cash crops for Japan’s growing cities made possible, and required,
artisan specialization and periodic markets in the countryside. A new type of
rural elite discovered the advantages of investment in agricultural improve-
ment, and began to chafe under the arbitrary pattern of village governance
that relied on old families exclusively. Books on agronomy appeared, and
began to circulate in hundreds of copies for the growing number of literate
farmers. As farmers got to keep more of what they grew, they worked harder
to produce even more. In the words of the economic historian Hayami Akira,
an “industrious revolution” was a rural equivalent of the West’s “industrial
revolution.” Texts began to speak of hyakusho kabu, or “farmer shares,” that
indicated the possibility and practice of sale of land and movement into the
privileges of village assembly, water allocation, and governance that went with
that designation.” The term kabu is one we shall encounter again, and its
prevalence suggests a congruence of terminology and of status divisions.

4. Townsmen (chonin)

The third and fourth ranks of the social order, artisans and merchants, were
residents of cities and towns, and may be considered together. Bakufu and
domain legislation referred to them undiscriminatingly as “townsmen,” or
chonin. Yet there were important distinctions to be drawn. In theory the arti-
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sans contributed to society by providing it with its needs for housing and
goods, but merchants and tradesmen concentrated on exchange and profited
from things they had not themselves produced. Orthodox social theory there-
fore put them last. In a zero-sum view of society anything that noncontribut-
ing merchants accumulated came to them at the expense of other, more pro-
ductive groups; consequently they were portrayed as parasitical, self-interested
people.

Artisans and merchants had grown enormously in number and impor-
tance during the Sengoku years. The burgeoning needs of the unifiers were
provided by their agents in the port city of Sakai (today a suburb of Osaka),
Kyoto, Nagoya, and Nagasaki. Sakai was particularly important as a center of
trade and manufacture. Its wealthy merchant princes were leaders in culture
and in the tea ceremony. Sen no Rikya, who served as chief tea master to
both Nobunaga and Hideyoshi (and whose suicide was mentioned in Chap-
ter 1), was a figure who combined considerable personal wealth with a cult
of simplicity and modesty that he codified in the tea ceremony of his day.
Contemporary paintings of Sakai show its waterways lined with shops and
eating places catering to a lively urban culture. As Ieyasu’s daimyo developed
their own castle town culture in the early Tokugawa decades, many prevailed
upon merchants from the urban centers of the Kyoto-Sakai area to accompany
them to their domains in hopes of re-creating on a smaller and provincial
scale some of the splendor of the Kinai metropolis. The Yamauchi daimyo of
Tosa, for instance, persuaded a merchant house named Harima to come to
Kochi. Frequently such merchants, functioning in something of a quartermas-
ter role, were able to cross the status line and enter the samurai class. Great
Sakai and Osaka merchants like the Suminokura also played important roles
in the international trade that was possible until the bakufu put an end to
overseas voyages.

City life in the early decades of the seventeenth century presented a color-
ful picture of ferment and consolidation as bakufu and daimyo administrators
struggled to put things to rights. The large number of daimyo transfers and
demotions displaced many vassals and created large numbers of ex-samurai
ronin who were desperate for employment. Daimyo who were rewarded with
larger territories might take some of them on, but many more had to live by
their wits and swords. Their distress came to a head in a plot that was un-
masked in 1651. Yui Shosetsu, a teacher of martial arts, organized a number
of ronin with the intent of detonating the bakufu arsenal in Edo and starting
massive fires in the city. A subsidiary plan was to burn Ieyasu’s former retire-
ment town of Sunpu. The plot was discovered, apparently through the boast-
fulness of Yui’s chief lieutenant Marubashi Chiiya, and ended with the execu-
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tion of thirty-four plotters and their relatives. Yui, getting wind of the
crackdown, committed suicide before his arrest and left a note explaining that
it had been his purpose to bring the hardships of dismissed samurai to the
authorities’ attention. Perhaps because of a subsequent decline in the rate of
confiscation of daimyo domains—and the departure of the Sengoku genera-
tion of fighters—ronin problems thereafter diminished in importance.

For some years the towns were plagued by large numbers of raffish youths
who, perhaps in anger or despair that there were no longer military and social
prizes to win, affected a contempt for ordinary social and personal morals.
Loud-mouthed braggarts sporting unusually long swords, long haired and
outrageously dressed, they swaggered along the streets of Kyoto as well as
other cities and dared others to challenge them. They became known as kabu-
kimono from the verb “kabuku”—to lean—and prided themselves on their
nonconformity. This was a passing phenomenon, but its prevalence posed a
major problem for urban authorities and helps explain the flood of stern and
humorless injunctions to morality and order of the first half century of Toku-
gawa rule.” Although they were a social problem, in a perverse sense the kabu-
kimono also laid claim to a heritage of bravado that later became institution-
alized in the kabuki theater. This form had its origins in Kyoto in early
Tokugawa years, and was associated with an informal troupe of women whose
dances delighted commoners and scandalized the respectable. In later years
some of the most popular theatrical pieces served to commemorate this spirit
of resistance and gave theatergoers the vicarious thrill of watching daring su-
permen who supposedly stood for justice and challenged authorities. This
was also true of the ronin plot, which was immortalized in seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century plays.

The bakufu’s desire to control such phenomena coincided with its perse-
cution of the kirishitan movement and relates to the series of registration mea-
sures that it developed. From an early point separate surveys of households
and draft animals had been used as a basis for the conscription of corvée
labor. As noted earlier, the bakufu in 1614 instituted in its own territory mea-
sures that were extended to the whole country a half century later, to combine
this with registration at Buddhist temples. In the countryside the surveys were
combined in a tally that included the name of the household head, household
members, ages and relationships, household kokudaka, and draft animals.
Thus the entire population came to be recorded in temple registers. These
were submitted for the entire village or other administrative unit. This net-
work of interconnected controls worked for the classification of all inhabi-
tants.

The same meticulous concern for categorization extended to craft special-
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ization. That there were many such can be seen from a seventeenth-century
illustrated book by the Kyoto artist Kaiho Yasetsu (1598—1677), which depicts
120 specialists.”’ Their work ranged from clothing, food, housing, and tools
to entertainment, gambling, religion, and magic. In an age when access to the
occult seemed believable soothsayers and fortune tellers were as legitimate as
clothiers and doctors. In some areas documents indicate a highly structured
productive system in which carpenters, for instance, were required to work
for the lord twenty-four days a year, in return for which their status as crafts-
men was formally recognized, with a subsistence allotment of rice and housing
spelled out.

It is not surprising that in the burst of building that accompanied the
development of the shogunal cities and daimyo castle towns artisans were
regarded as important elements of domain wealth. The modern term for car-
penter (daiku) has its origins in reference to what might better be called
contractors. Ieyasu attracted the services of Nagai Masakiyo, “Lord [kami]
of Yamato,” whose predecessor had worked at the Horyaji (temple) before
Hideyoshi took him on to construct the Hokoji in Kyoto, and he kept him
busy with castles at Fushimi, the Kyoto Nijo, the Chiyoda Castle at Edo, and
his retirement castle at Sumpu in Shizuoka. Nagai was given responsibility
for the organization of carpenters in a number of provinces, and with so many
official commissions he came to bear the title of daiku no toryo, “head of the
builders,” in evocation of the shogun’s title as head of the military houses.*
Thus the hierarchy that characterized other branches of Japanese society was
reproduced, at least in the higher circles, in crafts and professions. In castle
towns craftsmen were initially housed together in specialty sections or machi.
In the countryside carpenters and toolmakers were also important, but the
village registers persisted in labeling them as hyakusho, in deference to the
strictures against mixing groups and classes.

Merchant activities were too important to the authorities to be left to
chance. In late Sengoku times the unifiers had done their best to open the
closed ranks that characterized medieval society by declaring an end to spe-
cially privileged groups that, in effect, operated in constraint of commerce for
the profit of local warlords. By the Tokugawa years priorities changed once
more as the authorities concerned themselves with structure and order. The
most important device was the licensed guild, or kabu nakama, “share [kabu]
holders,” groups of traders authorized to monopolize their part of the market,
in return for which they paid a license fee “in gratitude” to the authorities.

Each merchant enterprise was itself a hierarchy, from house head to clerks
and servants. The house of Mitsui, for instance, which developed the great
Echigoya textile store in Edo that spawned the modern Mitsuikoshi depart-
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ment store empire, made a point of bringing in boys between the ages of
eleven and thirteen from communities just outside the range of the store as
servants in order to be sure their loyalty would be to the enterprise. After ten
to fifteen years, they might be promoted to head clerk, and a small percentage
might advance beyond that rank. After decades of loyal service a clerk might
be favored with a permit to open a branch house of the main enterprise, but
by the time this was granted he could be expected to have internalized the
values and ethos of the master’s establishment. Each major house had its own
system of branch, related, and affiliated houses, and each saw to it that no
single branch or executive was likely to accumulate enough power to imperil
the harmony of the whole. In cities, enterprise organization stretched up to
great houses that enjoyed special privileges and opportunities through their
relations with domain and bakufu governments. Their family codes resembled
those of the warrior houses and showed the greatest care for continuity of
house management and direction. Many of the greatest, including Konoike,
Sumitomo, and Mitsui, in fact began as samurai houses whose heads changed
to merchant status after the extinction of their feudal lords. In so doing they
brought many of the principles of administrative organization to the world
of commerce. Most, certainly those who survived to prosper, took consider-
able care to avoid the dissipation of funds by an unworthy successor. Fre-
quently their family codes also warned about the dangers of becoming unduly
familiar with samurai authorities; great profits could be gained through such
favoritism, but the dangers of political setbacks were even greater. “Never
forget that you are merchants,” the Mitsui head Hachirdemon warned his
descendants in his will. Occasionally the bakufu gave point to such warnings
by confiscating the property of a merchant house whose extravagance had
become too striking. The Osaka lumber contractor house of Yodoya gained
the confidence of the bakufu in 1615 at the time Osaka fell to Ieyasu’s armies.
Subsequent house heads acted as fiscal agents for several daimyo, assisted in
the development of central Osaka’s Nakanoshima, the city’s financial and
commercial center, and were favored with the permit to establish the Osaka
rice commodity market. In 1705, however, the house fell afoul of the shogun
Tsunayoshi’s desire to rein in merchant wealth and display and suffered the
expropriation of its properties and enterprise.

Great houses like the Mitsui and Yodoya stand out in any discussion of
merchant organizations, but they were of course far outnumbered by smaller
and less spectacular houses. Tradesmen ranged from part-time itinerants who
appeared at the periodic public market days established in country towns to
men who hawked potatoes and trinkets in the streets, to the heads of great
urban establishments.
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The formal categories of status, however, leave little room or preparedness
for the fact that the chonin of the castle towns and cities included large num-
bers of laborers who came in from the countryside in hope of improving
themselves by finding a job. In number they probably constituted around one
tenth of the total urban population. They too ranged in standing from those
who caught on as pages for upper samurai households and served as atten-
dants and sandal-bearers, some of whom might hope to elevate their status
by being permitted to wear silk clothing and carry one sword, to bearers,
household servants, and ordinary clerks. At the beginning of the period de-
grees of servitude were expressed in the word we have already encountered
for hereditary daimyo. A fudai servant began the period less than free, but in
1616 the bakufu issued its first ban on trade in people.” Hideyoshi, anxious
to stabilize long-term loyalties, had warned against using day laborers, but
with the wave of construction that followed the Tokugawa peace the substitu-
tion of day laborers for fudai servitude for labor construction became increas-
ingly common, as daimyo tried to avoid interruption of the agricultural cycle
that corvée labor caused. Hokonin, a term that originally indicated a samurai,
came gradually to “indicate the range of occupations that ‘servant’ implied
in early-modern Europe.” The prevalence of labor in bakufu cities is shown
by the frequency with which regulations addressed the length of service time;
Gary Leupp’s study lists twenty-seven laws in the first century of Tokugawa
rule. Gradually the length of contract permissible grew from three years, to
ten, and then to indefinite periods of time. But in addition wages tended to
rise, making it more difficult for lower-income people, whether samurai or
commoners, to keep more than the minimum number of servants. Here again,
the contrast between the enormous clusters of attendants maintained in dai-
myo residences, by merchant princes, and the small number maintained by
ordinary householders, not to speak of renters, illustrated the hierarchical
pattern of social relations.

5. Subcaste Japanese

Tokugawa Japan also had a system of built-in discrimination for a large num-
ber of Japanese who constituted in effect additional status groups. Throughout
society, as David Howell puts it, status meant membership in a group which
had particular obligations. The samurai provided service and leadership, farm-
ers provided rice and taxes, artisans goods, and merchants trade. The borders
of groups might be porous, with movement up or, more often, down, but
the core of each group was distinct, largely self-regulating, and to a degree
autonomous. Japan’s was not a caste society, but the body of Japanese outside
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these status groups was sufficiently large and important to merit the term
subcaste.”

The largest of the subcaste groups was known as eta. Physically indistin-
guishable from other Japanese, they were firmly associated in the popular
mind with defilement and death. In violation of Buddhist precepts against
the taking of life, their diet included animal products (tripe), and their occu-
pations were in areas repugnant to Buddhist sensibilities: slaughtering and
disposal of animal carcasses, tanning and fashioning items from leather, and
executions and disposal of the corpses. Disapproval of such activities and dis-
crimination against those who practiced them antedated the Tokugawa years,
but a formally structured pattern of separate identity grew out of the social
distinctions decreed in the age of unification: the separation of farmers and
samurai, pacification of unruly remnants of lost causes, and registration of
the populace as Buddhist communicants to guard against Christian or illegal
Buddhist sectarians all combined to rearrange and classify social groupings.

One product of this discrimination and contempt was that the eta were,
collectively, invisible. Their residences clustered outside normal villages and
towns. The early land surveys presumably treated them as branches of the
nearby village, but quietly, and throughout the Tokugawa period maps dis-
creetly ignored their existence. They were mustered in population registers to
make sure they were not Christians, but the registers were kept separate and
handled differently. In the larger communities they lived lives that were kept
as separate as possible to spare others the dangers of being defiled. At the
same time they were a significant fraction of the population and knew a degree
of autonomy. Their headmen were recognized as such by the authorities, and
they were held accountable for their people. On occasion the headman of a
subcaste community could approach the authorities to complain about in-
fringement by “outsiders” on occupations like leatherwork conventionally re-
served for his group. The boundaries of the headman’s jurisdiction, as Howell
shows, did not necessarily coincide with those of other status groups, particu-
larly in the parcelized holdings of the Edo (Kanto) and Osaka-Kyoto (Kansai)
region, where it might in fact represent authority over eta communities in
several otherwise distinct domains.

Not all eta were occupied exclusively in activities designated for them;
many farmed plots in areas on the fringes of other villages, of which theirs
was then considered a sort of branch, or on the outskirts of cities and towns.
In such cases they were expected to pay their tax in produce—though it
brought them none of the privileges of village membership—and perform,
as their substitute for the corvée labor other villagers had to provide, tasks
like the removal of animal carcasses. Under such conditions, as Howell points
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out, eta specialties were almost a form of by-employment for the agricultural-
ists concerned, but their status membership remained distinct and neigh-
boring villagers could be expected to give them a wide berth. The relationship
was not, in other words, a simple one. Eta communities and roles were, one
might say, essential to the material and moral functions of society—as others
saw it, at any rate. They also had designated roles in popular festivals in many
areas. Thus they offer one more, and a particularly striking, example of the
workings of a status society.

The “despised” communities (senmin) included another and quite distinct
category, the hinin, or “nonhuman.” These were associated with despised pro-
fessions: lower forms of entertainment, fortune telling, prostitution, and beg-
ging. Eta status was hereditary, but hinin status was not, and might perhaps
be classified as “achieved” by drop-outs and transients. The common bond
that related hinin activities was that of physical mobility; in an orderly and
structured society people who lived, however badly, by their wits could not
be thought respectable. The authorities nevertheless recognized their utility
and granted them monopoly privileges, of which the most common was beg-
ging. Landless peasants down on their luck who came to the cities hoping for
a living were supposed to be sent back to their villages by hinin; failing this,
they might be able to “join” the ranks of beggars.

Hinin might be “despised” in theory, but some contributed to the few
areas of levity and indulgence possible in a society ruled by samurai. There
were traveling troupes of actors who presented folk kabuki and other plays
at festivals, others from street entertainers to those who managed and plied
the trades of prostitution, and incorrigible misfits as well as the floating tide
of beggars. Similarly, the licensed quarters of cities and even castle towns be-
came areas of permitted pleasure. They also became the center of the larger
entertainment world of kabuki theater, and provided the setting for Tokugawa
popular culture with its literary and artistic expression. Consequently there
could be a mix of contempt and admiration involved in the judgment of these
themes; samurai moralists and commoner realists did not by any means make
the same judgments, but members of both status groups rubbed shoulders in
the entertainment quarters.

6. Status and Function

From what has been said it becomes clear that the division of Tokugawa soci-
ety into shi-no-ko-sho categories was no simple matter. The arrangement has
no place for those above and those below the categories, the court and the
depressed classes. Nor does it make allowance for the complexity of major
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categories. Confucian scholars, doctors, and priests, for instance, might come
from modest origins, although their need for learning restricted their number
to those from relatively favored circumstances. In each of these categories
there was also a range of people, from relatively unlearned to those who had
the education and well-being of daimyo in their hands.

Doctors, for instance, had no formal accreditation. They might be special-
ists in Chinese medicine like acupuncture, or they might have some knowledge
of Western surgery that had come via the Nagasaki trade. They might be
specialists in obstetrics or offer treatments in moxa (cauterization through
the insertion and burning of small amounts of mugwort), which was thought
to cure a hundred ills. Those attached to daimyo were usually men of some
consequence, conscious of their responsibilities to their betters; others might
be unlettered quacks. Many made additional profit from medicines they devel-
oped. Shibue Chasai (1805-1858), for instance, a doctor of impressive attain-
ments, developed a potion that was part opium. He was introduced to his
daimyo at the age of ten, and given appointment as an apprentice at seventeen.
Gradually he won his lord’s confidence, called on him each day, and accompa-
nied him into retirement. He thus represented a member of a relatively class-
free group, able to indulge itself in learning and art, and able to mingle with
others for whom formal status was relatively unimportant. Indeed, literature
and the arts developed with scant regard to the niceties of formal status, and
particularly in Edo, salons of many sorts had regular meetings of highly cul-
tured men of many specialties who gathered for poetry, art, and tea.”

Rather than seeing Japanese society as layered with the samurai on top,
then, it would be better to think of Tokugawa status society as consisting of
a series of complementary hierarchies, each of which had its own upper, mid-
dle, and lower classes. The warrior rulers, of course, enjoyed clear predomi-
nance, but one did not have to go very far down in samurai (bushi) ranks to
reach forms of financial and personal insecurity. Agriculturalists ranged from
village leaders whose sturdy dwellings with proud walls and massive beams
were light years away from the dark and dirt-floored cabins of tenants and
landless laborers. The life of artisans could range from that of contractors and
specialists who purveyed by appointment to the political elite to those who
cobbled together an existence from waxed-paper umbrellas and utilitarian
baskets. The category of merchant included proud houses of wealth and in-
fluence like the Mitsui and Sumitomo as well as peddlers who eked out a
living by hawking boiled potatoes. The upper ranks of each hierarchy knew
the advantage of wealth and education and prided themselves on a mastery
of the arts of tea, poetry, and garden, but Fukuzawa’s description of low-
ranking samurai in Nakatsu as little different from deferential and scruffy
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workmen underscores the humble circumstances in which the numerical ma-
jority passed their days.

If Japan’s society was not one of layered castes, how then might it best
be understood? Bito Masahide has argued that it should be seen as a series
of interdependent services (yaku). In considering how it was that the radical
social upheaval that separated soldiers from peasants worked as smoothly as
it did, and lasted as long as it did, he points to the necessity of considering
the “function” an individual filled in society and the responsibility that came
with this function, and suggests that the many nuances of yaku provide some
of the answers.

Warriors were expected to justify their stipend, whether in land or rice,
by maintaining an appropriate number of men and quantity of equipment
for service in battle. Thus gunyaku was their equivalent of the rice tax the
farmers, and the labor service or corvée (buyaku) that ordinary Japanese were
expected to provide. This might range from thirty working days a year, as
was common in early Tokugawa, to a money payment, as it became, or the
provision of horses and men for travel on designated highways. The eta’s
grimy work of cleaning the countryside of carrion was his yaku. Peasant labor-
ers were often referred to as yakuya; warriors were often yakunin, the term
still used to designate “officials” in Japan. Responsible, established farmers
(honbyakusho) were also mura (village) yakunin. Their management of the
village tax rate and delivery brought substantial tax exemption for them, be-
cause their administrative duty was a form of yaku also. Similarly, for the
townsmen, inhabitants of the cho, qualification brought responsibilities in the
form of specialized labor in their craft and unspecialized labor in the form
of public labor; for some, administrative burdens as elder of the cho had the
same connotation that it did for the village heads. These responsibilities began
as privately held feudal governance, but as peace generalized them throughout
the country they became public as well as private, bureaucratic as well as
feudal.

Bito thus writes that “the overall aim of the rulers in this period was to
develop the system of ‘yaku’ for society, and maintain it through the strength
of great military might and rule by law. Such a policy would succeed because
it answered the needs of the entire populace, and achieved a political stabil-
ity.”* He goes on to argue that the shogun’s codification of duties for the
emperor and court should be seen as articulation of the “yaku” for the sover-
eign and his entourage, just as the regular entrustment of rule to the shogun
by the emperor amounted to a reverse “yaku” for the military hegemon.

Central to the understanding of the entire system is the fact that things
became less and less “private.” All but a very few daimyo houses received their
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domains as assignments from the shogun. The assignment could be shifted
or terminated; the domain was not the daimyo’s own. The duties that came
with the post were returned as gratitude and acknowledgment for that favor.
The samurai with his hereditary stipend, whether large or niggardly, owed
thanks and service to his superior as he owed fidelity to the ancestor whose
merit had earned him that reward. As the years of peace lengthened, the peas-
ant and the townsman learned to praise the rulers whose valor and merit had
replaced the insecurity of Sengoku times with the even tenor of Tokugawa
days. We may grant that this set of interdependent services was particularly
favorable to the rulers who inherited a relatively docile and cooperative peo-
ple. Poor administration or capricious irrationality, however, would usually
bring grumbling, petitions for redress, and find the subservient commoner
transformed into a litigious, sturdy fellow whose complaints called for a return
to things as they had been. Acceptance of status did not mean acceptance of
injustice. Relations and duties were reciprocal, and there was a generalized
concept of a covenant even though it was not articulated clearly.

The opening pages of this chapter presented contrasting views of Toku-
gawa society; Tokutomi’s abhorrence of the restriction of its “compartments,”
followed by Lafcadio Hearn’s estimate of those arrangements as largely condu-
cive to the well-being of the whole. The system can be contrasted to the dyna-
mism of a modern industrial society, as Tokutomi did, but also to the capri-
cious injustice and insecurity of the years of violence that preceded the
Tokugawa “Great Peace.” The historian must also be concerned with the sys-
tem’s capacity for growth and change, a task which lies ahead.



URBANIZATION
AND COMMUNICATIONS

By the end of the seventeenth century measures taken by the
Tokugawa regime to maintain its control over its feudatories
had changed the face of the land. The concentration of samurai
in castle towns led to the development of a large service class
of townsmen—merchants and artisans—in all but the most in-
significant domains. As peace came to the land the shogun sub-
stituted service in the form of residence and attendance for mili-
tary duty, and required the presence of the feudal lords at his
capital in Edo. Now those vassals found themselves obliged to
maintain a schedule of regular rotation between their domain
and the distant capital, and that duty became the center of their
lives. Provisions for it dominated the administration and econ-
omy of their domains. They brought with them what they could
and purchased what they lacked, and the flow of men and goods
from country to capital made a country out of what had been
a congeries of fiefs.

Communication routes, in turn, required measures to regu-
late, monitor, and control: mileposts indicating the distance
from the Japan bridge in Edo, runners for official business,
checkpoints and barriers, relay stations and designated villages
for the provision of men and horses. Commoners required per-
mits and passports to cross those stations; wherever they went
they found, at intersections and bridges, signboards warning
them against the proscribed worship of Jesus and exhorting
them in their duties. National highways had precedence over
local jurisdictions, but within those borders most domains re-
produced this system on a smaller scale. The feudal lords also
maintained their vassals and samurai at their castle towns; they
too needed the help of merchants, and they too regulated and
restricted travel. But the feudal lords had one problem the cen-
tral regime did not, and that was the need to maintain and fund
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parallel administrative structures for the lands allocated to them in Edo and
their own castle town; arrangements for absentee governance followed from
the periodic absence of the governors.

Edo became the central hub for the powerful, and Osaka grew as a national
market center, but Kyoto and Nagasaki were no less centers of commerce,
crafts, and travel. By the 1690s Engelbert Kaempfer, who traveled twice from
Nagasaki to Edo, marveled at the scale of movement on the roads. Japan was
being knit together; the military class by its duties of residence and service,
the domains by their need to provide links between castle town and distant
captial, and status groups by the need of each for the others. Conflict had
given way to ceremony and consumption, and commoner culture flourished
in the interstices of the urbanization that resulted.

1. The sankin-kotai System

Of all the institutions established by the Tokugawa regime none was more
central than the requirement that the daimyo spend alternate years at the
shogun’s capital of Edo. The sankin-kotai system, as it was known, had mo-
mentous consequences for Japan’s future. It fixed the attention of the ruling
class on life at the capital; after the first generation of feudal lords, daimyo
were born in Edo and did not visit their domains until they attained their
majority. The system also drained the economies of provinces in all parts of
Japan. It required the development of a system of national communications
that did more to unify the country than Ieyasu’s victory at Sekigahara. As
commodities of every sort were funneled to the center, regional economies
grew to cross domain political boundaries. The provision of materials needed
for life at the capital and transporting them there provided economic opportu-
nities for commoners, and as the merchant and artisan classes grew in size
and importance a new popular culture emerged. Gradually a national culture
grew out of what had been provincial variants. Edo became the nerve center
for the ruling class, and information gained there was quickly spread to the
ends of the land. In the nineteenth century awareness of the approach of the
West quickly made the samurai a strategic elite convinced of the necessity for
political change.

The system was not without its precedents in East Asia. Prior to the cre-
ation of the Chinese empire in the second century B.c. classical texts spoke
of seasonal visits by the feudal lords to the Chou dynasty emperor. In Japan,
the brilliant culture created at the imperial capital by Ashikaga shoguns drew
daimyo from all parts of the country to establish residences at Kyoto, and it
was their concentration on matters at the center that created the competition
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among provincial warlords from which Nobunaga, Hideyoshi, and Ieyasu
emerged as unifiers. Hideyoshi too gathered vassal daimyo around his head-
quarters during the round of warfare at the end of the sixteenth century, and
his concern with the prevention of insurrection in the countryside behind
their backs had led him to demilitarize the villages and separate samurai from
farmers in the 1590s. But those measures had been taken during times of tur-
bulence and war. The new Tokugawa institutions were designed to preserve
the peace that had been won on the battlefield.

Those efforts began shortly after the victory at Sekigahara, when Maeda,
the lord of Kanazawa, journeyed to Edo to pay his respects to the victor.
Ieyasu’s principal vassals had long been at his side, but the appearance of
Maeda, nearly his equal, suggested the formalization of a new hierarchy. Be-
fore long other lords from the west made their appearance at Edo; their pres-
ence was not yet compulsory, but it was highly politic. Soon many sent family
members to Ieyasu in Edo as hostages as well.

Iemitsu, the third shogun and the first born to the rule, formalized this
pattern and made it compulsory. His 1635 revision of the Code for the Military
Houses made this clear: “It is now settled that the daimyo and shomyo are to
serve in turns [kotai] at Edo. They shall proceed hither [sankin] every year
in summer during the course of the fourth month.” Military service that
had been required in time of war was now transformed into attendance
in time of peace. The 260 feudal lords were expected to present themselves
at the shogun’s court in audience in alternate years. Some, petty fudai vas-
sals, might be put on six-month, practically full-time, duty. Others might
have their terms adjusted in compensation for other military service that was
required. The lords of Saga and Fukuoka, who took turns in the defense
against the West by providing guard service at Nagasaki, were compensated
in that way, as were the lords of Tsushima and Matsumae, at the extremes
of the country, responsible for Korea and for Hokkaido respectively. From
1622 to 1665, a hostage system intensified these requirements of attendance.
Daimyo and their chief retainers were expected to have their immediate
family—wives, children, and sometimes even mothers—in permanent resi-
dence at Edo.!

Attendance in Edo was no substitute for help with the immense engi-
neering and construction projects the regime mounted in the seventeenth
century. Assessments were made in terms of hundreds of workers, boatmen,
lengths of giant stones, and shipments of timber, all required to build the
great castle in Edo and rebuild the keep in Osaka. Local specialties (as with
lumber from Tosa) were set for some areas, while other lords were assessed
workers in ratios calibrated per koku rating of their domain. The giant blocks
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that undergird the Chiyoda Castle, the shogun’s (and today the emperor’s)
residence, for instance, were transported from all parts of Japan, but especially
from the rocky cliffs of the Izu Peninsula, where evidence can still be seen of
cutting and quarrying.

In turn, the bakufu allotted land to the daimyo in Edo. The location and
size of the estates were, predictably, appropriate to past merit (for fudai)
and prestige (for tozama). These estates came to distinguish the topography
and layout of the shogun’s capital.

The implementation of this system required the services of a large bakufu
bureaucracy. Daimyo processions to and from Edo began as military opera-
tions, and to the end they could involve the movement of as many as several
thousand men. Samurai guards surrounded and guarded the daimyo, whose
litter (kago, an enclosed palaquin) was carried in the center of the procession.
The rank and splendor of the retainers in the procession rose to, and declined
from, the center that was its heart. Since so many of the lords were on the
road in the spring months, care had to be taken to avoid competition for
facilities and resources along the way; rival forces whose members viewed
their lord’s prestige as an extension of their own could not be permitted to
upset the public peace. Already in 1635, Iemitsu’s instructions noted that
“lately the numbers of retainers and servants accompanying [the lords] have
become excessive. This is not only wasteful to the domains and districts, but
also imposes considerable hardships on the people. Hereafter suitable reduc-
tions in this respect must be made.” Yet cutting corners too much would
have constituted disrespect to the feudal overlord the daimyo was theoretically
coming to serve. Rule of thumb ratios of men to domain koku rating were
worked out in 1648 (fifteen horsemen per 100,000 koku), and in 1660 limits
were set on the number of porters and horses that could be requisitioned
without cost, but everything conspired to make daimyo exceed these guide-
lines. Consequently there was a premium on precise and elaborate scheduling.
Emissaries moved between the lord’s castle and the shogun’s capital, setting
departure dates and reporting safe return. The most distant tozama were often
the greatest and most powerful feudatories, and they traveled with the greatest
pomp. From Kagoshima, the castle town of Satsuma, it took the Shimazu lord
some fifty days to make his way to and from Edo. For some lords part of the
journey might be made by water, and we possess illustrations of the fleets
that could be marshaled by a lord like that of Kumamoto. The last leg, how-
ever, was usually by land along the great highways leading into Edo, where
the procession was greeted by the shogun’s officials at the outskirts of his city.
The passage of a feudal lord, with a small army of samurai, under arms, with
all their accoutrements, also posed a political and security problem for daimyo
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through whose territories the procession wound its way. Punctilio and cour-
tesy required that official representatives greet the procession as it entered the
realm and accompany it until it departed its borders, where it would be met
by a new contingent of officials. Given the checkerboard pattern of fudai fiefs
along the principal routes of communication, this constituted a formidable
and time-consuming burden.

Late Tokugawa printmakers like Hiroshige have acquainted us with the
sight of such processions moving in single or double file along the twisting
narrow roads. These were formidable affairs and they must have created un-
forgettable impressions. The lord of Tosa came with an entourage that num-
bered 2,775 men in 1690.? These processions were subjects of immense interest
to nineteenth-century Western observers. The nineteenth-century American
Francis Hall, watching the progress of the Tokugawa lord of Owari toward
Edo from a slight eminence above the road, was aware that if it had been a
century earlier the samurai who scowled at him from below would have made
short work of his little group for such a violation of ritual courtesy. The train,
he wrote, “was scattered at irregular intervals and the white hats [of its mem-
bers] could be seen for two miles in length moving like a great snake with
white scales along the winding Tokaido . . . The procession had been filing
along slowly in this manner for nearly an hour when the train began to move
in a more compact mass, for the lord of Owari himself was approaching.” A
year later, when the “young Prince of Owari” had been selected as shogunal
successor, Hall saw his progress once again. “All the morning long the baggage
carriers and menials of the train passed on and a little past noon the Prince
himself and his guard of several hundred armed men came on. A babe of
some four years old lolling his head out of the window of his elegant norimon
[palanquin] in infantile undergarment and supported by his nurse represents
the sprig of royalty for whom all this parade was essential.”” Kaempfer, whom
we have encountered before, saw the system at its height in the 1690s, and
took part in it twice himself as a member of the small party that accompanied
the Dutch chief factor, who was expected to lead his own procession annually
to offer thanks for the favor of trading at Nagasaki. His description of a dai-
myo procession they encountered remains a classic. He notes the heraldry
with which the procession moves: the nonsamurai bearers carrying giant cases
labeled with the daimyo crest, the variety of warriors, arranged from low to
highest rank as the daimyo palanquin nears, and then tapering off again in
reverse sequence. As it enters a village an advance man, reveling in the impor-
tance of his role, shouts “Down!” (shita ni!); commoners are expected to turn
their faces to the ground rather than look upon the face of the daimyo. As
the procession enters a community, its most humble members adopt the ka-
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buki theater version of a goose step to show the gravity of the occasion. Here
is how he describes it:

What appears still more odd and whimsical, is to see the Pages, Pikebear-
ers, Umbrellas and hat-bearers, Fassanbak or chestbearers, and all the foot-
men in liveries, affect a strange mimic march or dance, when they pass
through some remarkable Town, or Borough, or by the train of another
Prince or Lord. Every step they make, they draw up one foot quite to their
back, in the mean time stretching out the arm on the opposite side as far
as they can, and putting themselves in such a posture, as if they had a
mind to swim through the air. Mean while the pikes, hats, umbrellas, Fas-
sanbacks, boxes, baskets, and what ever else they carry, are danced and
toss’d about in a very singular manner, answering the motion of their
bodies.*

Protocol and grandeur thus counted for everything. For those at the center
of the procession, however, it was a rather comfortable camping trip. Some
extracts from a description of such a trip made in 1858 by the Dutch represen-
tative van Polsbroek, who accompanied the Nagasaki station chief on a mis-
sion to secure the Netherlands’ equivalent of the treaty Townsend Harris had
just worked out for the United States, will illustrate how important travelers
fared.

The bannerman, dressed in black with Dutch insignia, carried the Nether-
lands flag on a black lacquered pole topped with a gilded lion. I was seated
in a norimon with a Japanese officer and servant walking on each side.
The norimon was carried by four bearers in black, with the Dutch coat of
arms on it. The Netherlands Commissioner was seated in a norimon with
six bearers, flanked by two Japanese servants. Some 20 Japanese function-
aries, the officers and interpreters in their norimon. Some sixty chests, all
the same size, all painted black, each carried on a bamboo pole by two
men. The chests contain the food, drink, and clothing not needed immedi-
ately . . . It was almost possible to sit in the norimon with legs outstretched.
Mine had a beautifully brocaded mattress, my chief’s was yellow satin.
There were arm rests on both sides. In front, at the foot end, three holes,
contained a bronze comfort, a bronze box for cigars, and one for tobacco
... Fit as I then was, I could stand barely an hour in my norimon before
I warned my servants that I preferred to walk. It was then lowered to the
ground in front, the rear maintained at an angle, to make it easy to exit,
after a servant had put on my shoes for me . . .

Each of us had his life goods in a beautifully lacquered chest with a
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wooden frame around it . . . at night we found our sleeping clothes; in a
word, we lacked nothing, not even a snifter . . . Among our servants were
six cooks, three charged with lunch and three with dinner; when we fin-
ished a meal and moved on, the black lacquered table and table service
were packed up and swiftly carried to the place where we were to have
our next meal; we arrived there to find it set up and everything in order.
Food was perfection, and the best that could be provided; delicious fresh-
and salt water fish, tender wild fowl, wonderful fruits, all prepared by the
Commissioners’ cooks, men who had served in that function, father to
son, for centuries . . .

We stayed in great hotels called Honjin, that are reserved for high Sho-
gunal officials, daimyo and princes. Seen from outside they could not be
distinguished from palaces. Inside they were beautifully laid out; fine mats
on the floors, golden leather finishings. The bathrooms most tasteful, towel
racks and fixtures black lacquer with gold. In short, everything tastefully
done . . .

When we entered a town the head official together with the eldest of
the counselors greeted us at its borders and walked in front of the ban-
nerman, in turn preceded by four police agents with great iron staves
equipped with iron shackles at the end. With each step they stomped these
on the ground, making the shackles ring as they shouted “Shita ni” Not
that it was necessary, for the inhabitants kneeled quietly in front of their
residences in their best clothes and looked at us with the greatest amaze-
ment. As we left the town the head official saluted us again and we
moved on.

The road, beautifully maintained, led through a plain that showed, as
far as one could see, fields of rice, taroot, grain, and rapeseed . . . In towns
where we stayed people had spread clean white sand in front of their homes
in our honor, just as they were accustomed to doing for the passage of
their lord.

The high-ranking traveler was thus insulated from the country through
which he passed by his countrymen and comforts. If foreigners in late Toku-
gawa received this courtesy, one can imagine the protocol that was involved
in the passage of the train of a major daimyo.

By the mid-eighteenth century the western domain of Chosha had over
two thousand samurai stationed in Edo. The problem of provisioning so large
an establishment constituted a drain on han finances that used up all available
funds. But while on the one hand the bakufu tried to set limits on domain
extravagance, on the other hand it enforced the performance of duties as indi-
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cations of loyalty. In addition, it was to bakufu advantage, at least in the early
decades, to have daimyo strain their resources in meeting their obligations of
vassalage. This could also create strains within the daimyo’s retainer band;
those in Edo wanted to keep their end up in the competitive world of compari-
son there, while those at home wanted to limit the outflow of scarce resources.

Daimyo failure to meet the obligations of compulsory attendance—the
usual excuse was illness—could be met with sharp reproof and measures that
ranged from disgrace to expropriation. Thus in 1686, as has been noted, the
bakufu took note of repeated infractions of duty on the part of the feudal
lord of Echizen, a collateral house (shinpan), with punishment that ranged
from ritual disgrace—revocation of permission to use of the Matsudaira
name, the hollyhock crest, and his seat at audiences—to loss of almost half
of his territory. In addition, he was ordered to close the front gate of his Edo
mansion and restrict himself to the smaller gates beside it.° These drastic curbs
on display and hauteur, with their attendant loss of pride for the daimyo house
and its retainers (several of whom had committed suicide in vain attempts to
remonstrate with their daimyo), say a good deal about the desperation that
loss of public recognition, or “face,” was expected to bring in a society of
status.

2. Communication Networks

From an early point Tokugawa land travel was regulated and regularized by
the bakufu with concerns of security and control in mind. Before long those
concerns were secondary to economic considerations, and by the last century
nonofficial commerce and travel loomed no less important than official needs.
Japan had developed a communication system that knitted the country to-
gether to a surprising extent.

At first the road system was designed for security.” After Sekigahara, Ieyasu
moved quickly to make national the system he had worked out in his own
provinces. Two of his vassals were instructed to survey the principal coastal
highway linking Kyoto and Edo (the Tokaido) and make post stations official.
Soon the system was expanded to include other main roads, until there were
five national highways (the Gokaidd). Of these the most important ran along
the eastern coast; another provided an alternate route through central Japan,
while others crossed Honshu to the Japan Sea and ran northeast to the Straits
of Tsuruga.

After the sankin-kotai system was formalized in the 1630s it became gov-
ernment policy to regulate a national network. Private, or domain, barriers
and interference with national networks were ruled out. Post stations were
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established along all the major routes in addition to the five major roads. The
five national highways, the principal focus of attention, had a total of 248
stations, usually spaced four to twelve kilometers apart. The Tokaido, the most
traveled route of all, had 53, made familiar by the series of wood-block prints
of the nineteenth-century artist Hiroshige.

Post stations were simultaneously rest stops, transport centers, and infor-
mation centers. They had a station manager or head, who was assisted by a
staff of subordinates to dispatch porters and horses, keep accounts and rec-
ords, and maintain the honjin, the accommodations reserved for official trav-
elers. Before long inns of varying degrees of elegance and cost sprang up to
service nonofficial travel and transport. The stations in turn became entrepots
for local souvenirs, merchandise, foods, and entertainment.

Although these stations were for the most part within the domains of
fudai daimyo, whose territories had been spread along major communication
routes, this was by no means true of all. Consequently bakufu regulations
establishing them and regulating their conduct and costs constituted a signifi-
cant infringement on domain autonomy by the bakufu and clearly established
its national primacy. The bakufu established a Magistrate of Roads (dochii
bugyo) in 1659, and with the passage of time the responsibilities and impor-
tance of the post increased. For a time local bakufu representatives reported
on road conditions and upkeep, but after the early eighteenth century every-
thing came under the supervision of the central government’s magistrate.
From the establishment of the system of alternate attendance, it became essen-
tial to the administrative calendar and domain rhythm of life that the stations
should run smoothly. Travelers and processions might have wished to bypass
some for reasons of economy and time, but bakufu regulations ruled that
out. To permit it would have risked overloading the more popular ones and
rendering the less interesting irrelevant.® People, processions, and goods thus
moved along a relay system, with each post guaranteed more or less equal
access and income.

A station was supposed to maintain a minimum of thirty-six pack horses
and an appropriate number of bearers; this was increased to one hundred
horses and as many bearers in the 1640s, but few stations found it possible
to achieve this state of preparedness; an early-eighteenth-century survey found
that only 9 of the 53 Tokaido stations were up to that standard. The station’s
costs were largely defrayed by the income from land that was set aside for its
support. Householders in station towns were also assessed according to their
frontage in an effort to provide some balance between commercial opportu-
nity and obligation. This was a general principle of commoner urban taxation;
at Nagasaki merchant frontage had been the basis for exactions to pay for
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construction projects like Deshima. A domain that experienced particularly
heavy traffic along its highways, as was true of those along the T6kaido, was
thus deprived of substantial income as well as autonomy. The growing need
for porters and horses brought the bakufu to reserve even more land in order
to increase the capacity of the stations to service traffic.

More onerous for ordinary people was the requisition of horses and men
from villages within a radius of the stations designated as “assisting villages”
(sukego). Despite bakufu instructions, daimyo processions tended to grow
larger; in the 1690s Kaempfer noted that “the train of some of the most emi-
nent among the Princes of the Empire fills up the road for some days,” and
the largest domains, as we have seen, were also the most distant. In 1694 the
bakufu regularized these demands on villages without reference to the territo-
rial jurisdiction within which they were located. Thereafter villages under sev-
eral—in one, extreme, case, twenty-seven—lords could be assigned to provide
labor in men, horses, or boats and bearers according to the village’s koku
income. The rule of thumb was two porters and two horses per 100 koku, but
special needs could create special demands. As traffic increased, the radius
within which villages were ordered to “assist” grew larger. Peasants so con-
scripted received less remuneration than regular porters. Worse still, since
spring and fall were the peak seasons for daimyo travel, farmers could be left
short handed during the most critical months for planting and harvesting
their crops. Wealthy farmers might, since assessments were based on koku
ratings, try to hire poorer peasants to do such work, and in some cases entire
villages tried to shift their obligations in this manner. The arrangement was
a frequent source of protest. As the economy developed, growing shipments
of commercial goods of high value and low bulk complicated things further;
merchants with access to impecunious daimyo sometimes managed to include
their goods in daimyo chests for a fee, thereby taking advantage of the favor-
able handling rates reserved for the “princes” of the land.

Costs were also met by fees levied on travelers. Those on official business
traveled free of charge, and a staggering list of seventy-nine exemptions was
set up for men on official business relevant to bakufu, court, and foreign
relations. Next were seventeen categories of travelers entitled to fixed-rate
charges. Daimyo processions qualified for these rates up to the size of the
entourage to which their status entitled them. Attendants and baggage in ex-
cess of those numbers, and all unofficial and private traffic, were at full
charge—not fixed, however, but set by negotiation in a free market system.
Now packhorse owners and bearers were able to recoup some of the cost and
inconvenience they incurred by having their labor requisitioned. To protect
bearers and packhorses, and to provide for some equality of income, addi-
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tional regulations about loading specified the amount that men and horses
could be asked to carry. No doubt such provisions were often flouted in prac-
tice, and the pitiless exaction of labor at peak agricultural seasons constituted
a serious burden for ordinary farmers. It is probably no accident that Tanaka
Kytgu (1663—-1729), a writer whose descriptions of rural poverty at a time of
hardship are often cited by historians, was the manager of a post station.

Most bulk transport moved by boat along the coasts, and consequently
the roads did not have to serve the needs of carriages or carts. Wheeled vehicles
were, however, used in large communities. As virtually everything moved on
backs—animal and human—the roads were not churned into muddy mo-
rasses in spring as was the case in Europe. For other than bulk traffic, the
bakufu preferred that things move overland. It was easier to control that way,
and it maximized the revenue at post stations. Consequently major highways
were thronged; as early as the 1690s Kaempfer registered his astonishment at
the volume of travel. Urgent official messages were sent by special runners
(hikyaku, “flying legs”), who could bypass most restrictions. For everybody
else, however, overland traffic was slow, expensive, and sometimes dangerous.
A number of rivers, easily passable in dry season, came rushing down the
mountain slopes in spring, providing steady income for rafters and bearers
who carried travelers across at points where the streams could be forded. Some
rivers were bridged, but the largest and most famous, the Oi along the Tokaido
route, never was. It is not entirely clear whether this was because it formed
a convenient natural barrier or whether the problems were technological.
Whatever the reason, the Oi crossing served throughout the Tokugawa period
as a symbol of the thrills and dangers of travel.

No aspect of the Tokugawa road system has attracted more notice than
the checkpoint barriers (sekisho) on major highways. There were fifty-three
of these on the five major highways, largely concentrated in a circle around
Edo. Sengoku unifiers, beginning with Nobunaga, had abolished independent
barriers, and the Tokugawa continued this practice. The bakufu did not per-
mit daimyo to erect barriers on major highways that passed through their
territories, but on other roads within their own territories and at their borders
major domains usually had their own barriers, called bansho in deference to
the prohibition on sekisho. From an early point Tokugawa concerns were with
security, and encapsulated in the prohibition phrased as de onna-iri teppo, or
“women leaving, guns entering,” Edo. Either phenomenon could indicate an
incipient plot against the shogunate; daimyo might be removing their hos-
tages, or smuggling guns. Yet daimyo processions were not examined, al-
though in theory barrier guards could do so; smaller parties that included
samurai women, on the other hand, were carefully checked to make sure their
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passes were in order and their members were as described. The forces main-
tained at sekisho were modest, ranging from a handful to several dozen guards,
though they might be augmented in the event of an important crossing. The
barriers were closed at night, and passage was forbidden. The barriers thus
slowed traffic considerably. Commoners who traveled needed passports as
well as barrier crossing permits. Their documents were carefully (and te-
diously) checked, and frequently supplemented by physical examinations to
make sure no women disguised as men, or young boys dressed as girls, were
trying to slip through. Anyone with wounds was also well advised to have
his travel papers specify their location and cause. Applications for travel
documents were also time consuming. Barrier crossing permits usually re-
quired the approval of the Commissioner of Chiyoda Castle in Edo or a
comparable magistrate. Samurai of course applied to their superior officers,
while commoners could file applications with temples, village heads, or house-
hold-group heads. The travel document identified the traveler’s sponsor and
guarantor, and falsification of such information could cost all concerned
dearly.

By the eighteenth century, the problem of security against daimyo family-
hostage defection or firearm entry was no longer of any consequence. Firearms
had given way to swords once more as the weapon of choice, and daimyo
and retainer families accustomed to life in Edo were not likely to try to sneak
out in order to return to the provinces. These institutions came to represent
institutional inertia, time-honored customs begun by the sainted founder.
They also provided rather congenial busywork for an underemployed samurai
caste. But in a more basic sense, as Vaporis shows, they should be seen as
expressions of the Tokugawa assumption of a fixed, land-based society in
which people were not really supposed to travel.

Nevertheless in fact travel became more and more popular. Guidebooks
and popular prints brought illustrations of famous places and intimations of
distant delights to more and more people who could read. At all times visits
to famous temples constituted good excuses for travel requests, though the
real object might as frequently be the pleasures of the road and pilgrimage
site. Pilgrimages combined sight-seeing with piety. Visits to the Shinto shrines
at Ise were periodic phenomena. At approximately half century intervals—
1650, 1705, 1771, and 1830—hundreds of thousands and then millions of ordi-
nary people thronged the roads to Ise in festival fervor that sometimes bor-
dered on the millenarian, many throwing themselves on the compassion and
goodwill of villagers along the way. The timing of these movements was
loosely related to the sexenary zodiacal cycle of the Chinese calendar, but the
okagemairi, as they became known, seem to have provided intervals of release
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1. Detail, screen commissioned by Tokugawa Ieyasu showing his victory at the battle of
Sekigahara. Troops of a daimyo who changed sides fire at fleeing soldiers; others fight
with swords, spears, and lances.



2.

Detail of a screen
painting showing
how Nobunaga’s
foot soldiers,
equipped with
firearms, withstood
a cavalry attack to
win the battle of
Nagashino in 1575.
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3. Himeji Castle, built in 1600, is the largest redoubt of the early Tokugawa
period to survive intact.
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4. An 1802 wood-block map of Nagasaki, looking north from the legend, which gives distances
to other cities. Off Deshima the artist depicts a Dutch (above) and a Chinese ship, the latter
just off the Chinese quarter.
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6. A sacred image designed to be desecrated:
fumie, Madonna and child, worn smooth by
the feet of those forced to trample it to show
they were not Catholic Christians.
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7. Samurai in fighting gear.
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9. Years of peace and access to urban entertainment soon led to less martial types, as in this
seventeenth-century depiction of a young fop leaning on his long sword without impressing
the bored ladies.
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13. Detail, central Edo, from 1843 wood-block map, looking north from Tokyo Bay. The shogun’s
Chiyoda Castle, now site of the imperial palace, dominates the city. Waterways around it were used
for commercial and private transport. The largest yashiki (five-leaf clover) is that of Kaga, also
the largest daimyo; today it is the campus of the University of Tokyo. Cadet houses of Mito,
Owari, and Kii, their insignia (mon) resembling medallions, ring the castle.
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15. Wood-block map of Osaka, 1847. The lords’ warehouses, lined up along the moats for ease
in unloading, provided the basis for a national rice commodity exchange.
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16. Delights of an Edo festival in the mid-seventeenth century, as depicted in a screen
painting. Revelers move by boat to entertainment centers that line the shore.

17. Edo book and print shop, early nineteenth century.

18. Unloading rice at Osaka. A samurai oversees the operation.
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and experience of other worlds for poor peasants who slipped past guard
stations without permits. In such cases barrier restrictions were inadequate
to their task, and side roads and night crossings led people to “break the
barrier.” Nevertheless sporadic crackdowns made violations of this sort dan-
gerous, and could sometimes lead to draconian punishment. Despite this,
nothing sufficed to lessen the enthusiasm for travel as diversion. To an aston-
ishing degree Tokugawa society, ruled as if it were altogether static, gradually
became a society of movement and variety. The sankin-kotai system helped
make it so.

It remains to say a word about the bulk transport of foodstuff that was
required to provision a great city like Edo.” This, too, became highly struc-
tured. Although the seclusion edicts had included injunctions against the con-
struction of ships of more than 500 koku capacity, these were soon obsolete
as coastal transport grew in volume. By the 1670s a Western Circuit brought
ships from northern Japan along the Japan Sea coast, and through the Straits
of Shimonoseki to Osaka. Usually these were loaded with the rice surplus of
domainal lords who wanted it marketed there in order to finance their travel
to and stay in Edo. A second, Eastern Circuit, developed to do the same thing
for domains along the Pacific coast. As cities grew, both routes served to bring
tax rice, rape-seed oil, raw cotton, vinegar, sake, and other goods to Osaka
(and later, Edo), and returned with dried sardines, fish-based fertilizers, and
handicraft products of the two great cities. Throughout the seventeenth cen-
tury Edo was largely dependent on Osaka for its goods, but as that dependence
lessened shipping procedures grew more varied and sophisticated. Keen com-
petition between two groups of shippers developed; one was controlled by
ten major trade organizations licensed by the bakufu, another by sake brewers.
Gradually specific cargo was allocated to each line. Capital accumulation was
central to these enterprises; the Western Circuit shippers tended to purchase
their cargoes and market them themselves, while others charged for freight.
As commerce increased ships became larger, often becoming three and four
times the legal 500-koku limit. In time, as bakufu reformers tried to control
prices and merchant profits, these organizational devices changed again; ex-
clusive guild relations were relaxed, and free contracts replaced the shipper-
dominated organizations of the seventeenth century.

3. Domain Castle Towns

Sankin-kotai processions began and ended in castle towns, and Tokugawa
highways knitted the provincial capitals together. The route of every proces-
sion would lead through such a town. Van Polsbroek, the Dutch representative
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whose 1858 trip has already been mentioned, described the castle town of Saga,
from which the province of Hizen was governed, as follows:

A handsome, well kept city, surrounded by water with well built gates and
bridges. A broad street led through the city, from gate to gate. It took us
almost an hour to traverse the city. The inhabitants, formally dressed, had
decorated their houses and kneeled in front of them."

Saga was relatively isolated and few processions would wind through its
streets; the Nagasaki envoys may have provided a welcome change. But along
the Tokaido the passage of daimyo processions would have been a common
sight in spring and fall.

Castle towns represented an unusual form of urban development. They
were laid out as administrative centers and created, rather than derived from,
commercial centers. Many daimyo invited merchants from larger metropoli-
tan areas to come to their towns. The towns held a monopoly position in
their area, as the bakufu had limited daimyo to a single castle per domain.
They also served as physical reminders of the division of social classes. Most
of the area, and all its desirable space, was given over to samurai residences
and temples, leaving artisans and merchants squeezed into what remained.
Nevertheless castle towns served to accelerate urbanization in Japan, for by
the eighteenth century some 10 percent of the average domain’s inhabitants,
including virtually all its samurai, were to be found residing there.

The castle town as center of military power had its origin in Hideyoshi’s
edicts disarming the countryside and separating samurai from commoners.
During the intermittent warfare of Sengoku times daimyo had to keep their
fighting forces at the ready, and as peace returned to the land their military
headquarters became administrative centers. In medieval warfare castle sites
had been selected for defensive strength and were usually on strategic heights,
but as larger units of control became common the new warlords built their
fortresses in the centers of alluvial plains to control the population and profit
from its labor.

The castle town of Kochi, in the Shikoku domain of Tosa, illustrates a
pattern that was reasonably standard. The town was located where river valley
met ocean harbor, so that it was at once an avenue of contact with other
centers and master of the plains. The castle, with its gleaming white donjon
or keep, was set on massive granite rocks; around it were clustered the man-
sions of the daimyo’s major vassals and related houses on spacious lots ar-
ranged in a regular grid. Those in turn were flanked by the villas of the ranking
samurai arranged in blocks of ever smaller plots according to income and
rank. It was a planned city, a premodern “company town.”
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Topography required adaptation, especially on coastal sites, but every-
where the upland and more salubrious locations were reserved for the upper
class. Samurai areas constituted well over half of the available space. Another
10 to 15 percent of space went to Shinto shrines and Buddhist temples. Of
these the largest and most imposing, with rows of massive memorial lanterns
and tablets to commemorate the daimyo’s forebears, reinforced the message
sent out by the castle.

What remained, usually in low-lying and less desirable locations, were the
artisan and merchant quarters. Except for a few merchants specially favored
for their importance to the authorities, townsmen houses were crowded into
narrow lanes. Artisans were frequently clustered together by trade and spe-
cialty, but shopkeepers and peddlers carried on their trades everywhere. Lanes
were often too narrow to permit the passage of ox- and horse-drawn carts
returning the inhabitants’ waste to the neighboring paddies that first provided
their food, and when that was the case bearers carrying buckets on bamboo
took them to those carts or all the way to nearby fields of rice. Residential
quarters had often been reclaimed from agricultural fields along the river
banks. At flood season, and in times of sickness and pestilence, they were the
first to suffer loss. Major disasters of fire and storm did not respect class or
status, but they were most certain to destroy the crowded townsmen quarters.

Within the castle walls, and in the lives of retainers who mattered, life
was dominated by the rhythm of the annual trip to and return from Edo. For
a time Tosa processions moved through neighboring Tokuyama and thence
by ship to Osaka, but after the eighteenth century the route led over the moun-
tain passes to the north, where the travelers took ship for passage to Osaka
through the Inland Sea. By bakufu regulations of 1658 daimyo were allowed
90 men per 10,000 koku (the minimum for daimyo rank) rated income, so
that Tosa, which was rated at 200,000 (although its real product grew to more
than double that) was entitled to 1,800 people. In 1645 1,477 men made the
trip; their number rose to 1,799 in 1680 and 2,775 ten years later. The break-
down shows 50 horses, 46 boats, 1,313 boatmen, and a thousand or more samu-
rai. Leading samurai families could expect their heads to make this journey
regularly. In nine generations of the Mori family, for instance, among samurai
with the rank of Mounted Guard (umamawari), only two family heads failed
to make the trip at least once. Moreover, the family records show that many
went in smaller groups without traveling in the daimyo’s train. Such trips
must have been more interesting, for they were judged more worthy of diary
record and description. A man traveling alone or with a small party had the
opportunity to sightsee and buy souvenirs, something not possible for proces-
sion members intent on station and dignity."! With the head of the family
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absent for such long periods of time and, in many families, so regularly, re-
sponsibility for management of the household and bringing up the children
inevitably devolved upon the women. Japanese literature is rich with stories
of stoic samurai wives who set a stern example for the young.

Once the daimyo’s family was established in the Edo residence on a perma-
nent or at least long-term basis, it could not of course be left there alone. For
a time the daimyo’s principal retainers’ families were there as hostages too,
but even after those regulations were relaxed residence in Edo remained the
pattern for many. Life in the Edo mansions was played out in a separate world
of ritual and ceremony centered on the lord, his consort, and usually his con-
cubines. After the first generation future daimyo were normally born and
brought up there. For the heir this was an enervating aristocratic life, and it
is not surprising that the majority of daimyo who became strong leaders were
brought in from collateral families as adopted sons. The maintenance, staffing,
and provisioning of the Edo residence was of major importance. Tosa, like
other domains, developed two bureaucratic structures, one exclusively con-
cerned with its responsibilities in Edo.

In turn the domain’s economy and administrative problems were often
dominated by meeting the costs of the system. Rice surpluses and any salable
specialty products were shipped to Osaka, where they were marketed in what
became a national commodity market. All major daimyo maintained Osaka
warehouses and agents, and even today the “Tosa moat” (Tosabori) area in
that city serves as reminder of the early modern economy. The daimyo needed
cash to defray travel and living costs. Life on the road was often expensive,
since so much had to be purchased at station stops where a seller’s market
prevailed. Travel in proper pomp took time. And the trips could be long, and
the trips could take time; as mentioned, the lord of Satsuma, in southern
Kyushu, took fifty days for his journey to Edo. To this had to be added the
cost of gifts appropriate to station and prestige of the recipient. Japan’s was
a society of gifts. The gifts that were exchanged ranged from fine porcelains
and other luxuries to horses. Daimyo consorts were expected to exchange gifts
with their peers, and daimyo senior vassals with the bakufu’s rojii. This process
was monitored, and not optional by any means. “It has come to our atten-
tion,” the bakufu announced in 1692,

that the gifts prescribed for presentation to the sobashii and other officials
concerned with public affairs by the daimyo upon arrival at the capital
and on different other fixed occasions during the year have fallen off in
quantity, declined in quality, or ceased altogether. These gifts are not
merely personal courtesies but duty offerings to superior authorities . . .
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Henceforth each daimyo will see that his gifts are in keeping with the
established status of his house and that they are not of inferior quality.”

Of course gifts had to flow in both directions. In that exchange the shogun,
as the superior, had to do his part, and that posed no small burden for the
finances of the Edo regime, which was heavily outnumbered by the daimyo
with which it dealt.

In all large domains the crushing costs of the Edo system led in time to
programs to encourage exports of products to the central markets and efforts
to restrict imports from across their borders. This produced a form of mercan-
tilism that was argued as of “national” (= provincial) benefit, kokueki.” The
production of crafts, as with ceramics in Saga or lacquer in Kaga, was so
central to domain finance that a domain commissioner was put in charge of
what was in effect a state enterprise. Production secrets were carefully guarded
from possible competitors. Official control made it possible to keep produc-
tion prices low, since market opportunities were an official monopoly, and
wherever possible import substitution and protectionist measures were pur-
sued to keep the profits at home. Since major domains also issued their own
paper (and frequently coin) currency for use within their borders, thus mo-
nopolizing the means of exchange, enterprises in the provinces grew slowly,
bonded as they were to the political authorities. Outstanding craft leaders,
however, were extremely important to their patrons, who honored them with
special privileges. The great ceramicists of Saga who produced the exquisite
porcelains the daimyo presented to his peers, the Kakiemon and Imaemon
lines, were favored citizens whose genius made natural the adoption of out-
standing students in the creation of dynasties of specialists who served from
generation to generation. Unlike their warrior “superiors,” in fact, those lines
live on into contemporary times; their skills proved even more valuable in
the free market of modern times. In areas closer to metropolitan centers, how-
ever, the smaller size of domains and larger opportunities for commercial
outlets made mercantilist policies impractical. Especially on the great plains
around Edo and Osaka, private interests had a better chance to develop ties
with urban distributors and contributed to the development of a regional
economy with less regard to samurai interests.

The setting was thus one of considerable variety. Throughout Japan, how-
ever, urbanization developed rapidly—perhaps by a factor of four—during
the first century of Tokugawa rule. The domain system with its castle towns
meant that the distribution of local cities was relatively even in proportion
to the productivity of the area. Everywhere there was a gradual diffusion of
urban influence from metropolis to castle town and from castle town through
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market towns and periodic markets. Some modern city names reflect the To-
kugawa antecedents of contemporary urbanization."

4. Edo: The Central Magnet

The shogun’s capital, Edo, was the largest castle town of all. A large Tokugawa
map shows the complexity of its design (see illustration 13). Situated at the
tip of the Musashino plateau overlooking a natural bay, the site had been used
by a minor lord before Hideyoshi transferred the area to Ieyasu in 1590. Ieyasu
began the construction of his castle shortly afterward, but it was not until his
victory at Sekigahara and his investment as shogun that he was able to order
the great lords to contribute labor and materials to the building of the great
Chiyoda Castle. The construction of Edo was practically a task of national
proportions, as feudatories were called upon for thousands of tons of rocks,
forests of timber, and thousands of workers to provide the labor, transport,
and shipping. Giant engineering projects altered the flow of rivers to drain
the flood plain into the Sumida River and on to Edo Bay. Part of that bay
was reclaimed as a port; Kanda mountain was leveled to provide fill and par-
tially replaced by a deeply recessed river highway (Ochanomizu, “Tea Water”);
a network of canals and waterways provided a supply of water from the west
as well as the means of transportation throughout the city."”

The city’s commercial and amusement areas developed along the banks
and at the base of bridges that spanned these waterways. Freight and passenger
traffic moved along those arteries. Eighteenth-century popular prints show
parties of revelers bound for restaurants, theaters, and the brothels of the
licensed quarters in evening excursions on pleasure barges. Waterfront areas
were public space, and administered by the bakufu. At first their slopes were
grassy and muddy, but as the city grew they were buttressed with substantial
stones and lined with warehouses, shops, and markets. They became areas
where official and popular life could intersect. The greatest of the bridges was
the Japan Bridge, or Nihonbashi, completed in 1604. Two years later official
notice boards (kosatsu) posted official decrees and instructions; much later,
the same boards came to carry satirical verses that criticized a sluggish govern-
ment. Nihonbashi was soon the center of a great fish market and commercial
center. It was considered the center of the realm, and all distances were mea-
sured from it.

Tokugawa era block-print maps show the centrality of the city’s waterways
to its life. In modern times the canal and river routes have provided inviting
routes for rails and roads, and much of the old network has disappeared. The
area within the inner moat describes the circumference of modern Tokyo’s
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“High City” (yamanote) rapid transit line, and the Japan Bridge, an arched
eminence in Hiroshige prints with splendid views of Mt. Fuji, is buried in
insignificance beneath the modern highway system.

The map centers, as the city did, on the enceinte, the line of fortification,
around the shogun’s (and presently emperor’s) residence. Around it, to the
west and north, were clustered the residential sections for daimyo and for
Tokugawa samurai; these occupied almost 70 percent of the city’s land. Tem-
ples and shrines had approximately 15 percent, and the remaining 15 percent
were listed as the machi or cho, the so-called towns for the chonin, the towns-
men or commoners. The most desirable heights were reserved for the daimyo
estates (yashiki) the bakufu set aside for daimyo obliged to take up residence
by the sankin-kotai system. Most of these were in the high city to the west of
the castle. It is an area divided into three sectors and dominated by seven hills,
intersected by five valleys, and was by far the most salubrious and desirable
residential quarter of the city. Ridge roads ran along the summits, ring roads
connected them, and branch roads marked the development of smaller hills
that protruded from the larger ones. This same hierarchy characterized the
arrangement of the daimyo mansions, which dominated the heights, the quar-
ters for the Tokugawa bannermen (hatamoto), and for ordinary foot soldiers.
Vagaries of topography made it impossible to be completely consistent, but
what seems a jumble of patchwork arrangements was in fact laid out with
measurements for everything, including the daimyo mansions, along a grid
pattern measuring 360 x 480 X 720 feet, one that had been used to divide the
capital of Kyoto at the dawn of imperial history.'s

Daimyo estates could be very large, and some became veritable municipal-
ities. Their size and location were appropriate to the domain’s assessed rice
productivity and the daimyo’s status within the Tokugawa hierarchy, and that,
for fudai at least, had been determined by the ancestors’ valor in the wars of
unification. The greatest of the lords, Maeda of Kanazawa in Kaga, was as-
signed an area which in the nineteenth century became the sprawling campus
of the government university, today’s University of Tokyo. These areas passed
into imperial hands at the time of the Meiji Restoration, and other great estates
shown on the map became government offices, detached palaces, and homes
of the powerful and wealthy. Bakufu sumptuary regulations indicated the dai-
myo’s status by specifying appropriate dimensions for central and supporting
gates. The gates too were designed along set patterns in unit measurements
by master carpenters who were veritable lords among craftsmen, directing
squads of workers."” The entire estate was walled, many of the walls doubling
as “long house” residences for domain samurai. In contrast to the great man-
sions fronting on public squares with which aristocrats tried to impress one
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another in early European cities, the Edo daimyo, if they could afford it and
had the space, developed bucolic parks within their walls. Frequently elaborate
landscaping reproduced in miniature famous spots of natural beauty in China
or Japan. Consequently much of upland Edo was an area of greenery and
parks, a restful space from which ordinary people were, of course, excluded."
Within the daimyo compound life went on as though it was a branch of the
province from which the daimyo hailed, and, since the Edo yashiki were gath-
erings of provincials, the local dialects of Satsuma, or Tosa, or Niigata pre-
vailed. The lord’s residence, often of great elegance, was supplemented by
buildings for his staff and required offices, storehouses, stables, a school, gym-
nasium, quarters for servants, and sometimes even, since the lord’s people
were subject to his jurisdiction only, a prison.

The lords’ life in Edo was punctuated by shogunal audiences at set inter-
vals. These were not individual meetings, however, but calls to pay homage
through obeisance. In the audience chambers daimyo in residence in Edo were
arranged by status within seven categories, each assigned a hall and place; the
seventh and last, naturally a large and numerous category, was for those rated
at less than 30,000 koku. This accomplished, the lords and their retinues re-
turned to the splendid isolation of their yashiki. There the lord could receive
his vassals and carry on ancestral rites and ceremonies appropriate to the sea-
son. Some socializing took place between them (we read of the Tosa daimyo
summoning a potter from Kochi to display his skill for one of his peers)
but it was profoundly unlike the glittering seasons and salons staged by their
counterparts in Europe. Some fudai found themselves serving as bakufu ad-
ministrators, but charts of official appointments show a high preponderance
of the same families generation after generation. The daimyo highest on the
status ladder, the fozama of western Japan, however, were systematically un-
derrepresented in bakufu councils. Domain administrators might seek mar-
riage partners for their lords from other mansions if bakufu officials approved;
on the whole, however, there seems to have been surprisingly little interaction
among the lords. Instead they tended to create within the walls of their estates
as satisfactory and familiar a world as possible. Retired lords were often likely
to remain in Edo, sometimes residing in a secondary mansion. Most han de-
veloped additional mansions after the mid-seventeenth century; by the eigh-
teenth century the average domain had three, designated as “upper,” “mid-
dle,” and “lower.”” Not infrequently additional space might be purchased to
house domain functions or functionaries. Most major domains located their
“lower” mansion on the waterfront for convenience in importing foodstuffs
and other materials. Parts of holdings designated as “lower” might be adjacent
to, and not even within, the walled enclaves.” As restrictions loosened, do-
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mains came to buy, sell, and exchange plots of land that had been granted
to them. Some establishments were so large that requirements for space must
have been formidable; Mori of Choshi, for instance, maintained an entire
community, some 5,000 people, in Edo.

Interaction with men from other areas became more possible and probable
as one went down the scale of ranks. Domain administrators had to deal with
comparable problems of mansion maintenance and bakufu relations. When
the daimyo was away from Edo an absentee alternate, a rusuiyaku, was respon-
sible for matters at the capital. There was even a fledgling council of such
men that might have been thought to hold promise for some sort of future
representative assembly, but it is known to us chiefly through bakufu scoldings
that its members did more partying than planning. At the lowest, samurai,
level, interaction with men from other areas was more likely. Schools of mar-
tial arts, concerns of household economy, and centers of entertainment and
amusement were all there to fill the empty hours.

To nonsamurai the mansions were spheres of gentility and luxury, and
service there, while difficult to arrange, was eagerly sought. Francis Hall, the
nineteenth-century diarist we have encountered earlier, wrote that “the Edo
yashikis, or palaces of the hereditary nobles, employ a large number of female
servants and each mistress of such yashiki is surrounded by a bevy of maids
whose idle and luxurious life is the coveted position to which many a simple
country maid aspires, knowing in what arts and accomplishments she will
here be educated, to the better adornment of her position.”” Not that entry
was easy. Mori Ogai tells of a girl of fourteen who applied for duty in a daimyo
mansion. She was examined “in calligraphy, writing Japanese poetry in the
classical thirty-one syllable mode and music. The examiner was a senior
woman attendant. An inkstone, a writing brush and a piece of formal, pat-
terned paper were put in front of [the candidate] . . .” On being accepted,
“She was immediately made a chiiro (a term we have encountered in the feudal
hierarchy of officials), or female attendant of the middle rank, assigned to the
lord’s quarters, with the additional responsibility of being private secretary to
[his lady] . . .” In that status she “had an apartment of three rooms, and kept
two maids.” Her salary, however, was modest in the extreme, and she herself
paid the maids; she was there, really, at her father’s expense, to be educated
and to prepare for living a refined, upper-middle-class life.*

House plots for the bannermen and ordinary bakufu soldiers, who were
of course far more numerous, were also far more modest. A recent study
notes that “nearly all the roads running through the warrior areas have quietly
remained exactly as they were. What is most noteworthy about these areas is
their beautifully planned character. Examples abound of uniform neighbor-
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hoods and lot divisions created by the straight roads through these basically
complete and independent units.”” These samurai, unlike the rotating service
elite, were permanent residents of Edo. Of course their homes varied by rank
and stipend. A high-ranking hatamoto’s mansion might rival that of a minor
daimyo in size and ambience, but humbler castes were housed in group com-
pounds in which a street or block (cho) had some twenty or thirty residences
on each side. Such a ché was a unit of municipal administration. For most
of the period entrance and exit were restricted by wooden gates at both ends
that kept outsiders out and were closed at night. Since Edo was both a rural
and a relatively spacious area for the privileged, gardens and green were possi-
ble, and only the lowest of ranks would fail to have room for at least a few
vegetables.

Protection of the city was provided for in sites set aside for sacred use,
selected by Taoist geomancy about direction and fortune. Three great protec-
tive temple complexes took shape in the northeast, the most dangerous direc-
tion (Ueno); a shogunal temple (Z0joji) guarded the southwest quarter in
Shiba; and Sensoji, in Asakusa, centered on a great temple of Kannon to the
north. These precincts and the river and canal banks were as close as Edo
came to “public” or “common” land, and the Asakusa temple area, at least,
became associated with a vast commercial and entertainment zone sur-
rounding the compassionate figure of Kannon in the central temple.**

That left 15 percent of Edo’s territory for the greater half of its inhabitants.
Commoner concentrations might be found in some of the valleys and defiles
that separated the high city hills of the elite, and in these areas service trades
quickly took shape. Modern highway development and high-rise housing has
brought an end to most of these, but one that survives is at the confluence
of a river, Second Bridge, and a road near Shiba where a cluster of merchant
shops provided goods for the daimyo mansions on the “Shrine Hill” (Torii-
zaka) of Azabu that rose around it. In more recent times its merchants have
catered to the hotels, apartments, and embassies that inherited the land once
reserved for daimyo mansions.

Most commoners were crowded into narrow lanes in the low-lying areas
of Fukagawa and Nihonbashi that were reclaimed from Edo Bay or developed
from agricultural fields. This became the “low city” (shitamachi), where the
thousands of craftsmen, artisans, peddlers, and merchants thronged. Lots were
fairly standard. Two-story merchant houses lined the main streets, and the
lots behind them were relatively long. Behind the houses with frontage were
rows of tenement houses, divided into two- or three-, or sometimes a single,
room accommodation, where poorer artisans and laborers were to be found.
Outside was a communal latrine, a source of water (well or access to the water



URBANIZATION AND COMMUNICATIONS 151

supply), and a place for refuse. The back street might also be jammed with
shops. The owner or renter of the building with the frontage collected rents
from those within. Frontage space conferred membership or “share” (kabu)
in the cho, and a degree of responsibility for what went on inside. Frequently
gates closed off the street for ease in enforcing curfews and security.

In one aspect of security the government was, however, quite helpless:
that of fire. The wooden construction of all of the city and the narrow lanes
of commoner quarters made fire a devastating experience, and it came suffi-
ciently frequently to be called “the flowers of Edo.” Fires were no respecters
of status and rank, and when driven by winter winds in the dry season they
roared through the city. For the domains, this multiplied the costs of main-
taining the Edo mansions, which had to be restored and rebuilt with materials
purchased locally or shipped by sea. In the 268 years of Tokugawa rule the
Tosa “upper” yashiki (at “Blacksmith Bridge”) suffered eighteen fires, and
the Shiba middle residence burned twelve times. Four of these were citywide
conflagrations. Merchant areas burned thirty-one times in two centuries, and
even the shogun’s castle suffered major damage seven times.

The greatest of the fires was probably that of 1657, the Meireki era fire,
which ranks with the 1923 earthquake and 1945 B-29 firebomb raids as pivotal
in the city’s history. James McClain describes it well:

The first fire began early on the eighteenth afternoon of the new year of
Meireki 3, 1657, at Honmyoji, a small, inconsequential temple located in
Hongo, on the northern rim of the city. By late afternoon flames had
burned through Hongd, charred Yushima. Carried by flying sparks, the
blaze jumped across moats and canals, wiped out dozens of daimyo estates
clustered to the north of the castle, made short work of hundreds of ban-
nerman compounds, scorched merchant housing in the thickly settled dis-
tricts that lined the Kanda River. In the early evening the treacherous winds
shifted and hurried the flames into the merchant quarters along the banks
of the Sumida River . . . Several hours later a carelessly tended cooking
fire in a samurai residence in Koishikawa ignited a second day of terror.
The wind, still fierce, quickly fanned the flames into another major con-
flagration. First lost were several large daimyo estates, and then the blaze
leaped into Edo Castle, consuming large portions of the central residential
keep and swallowing up the great donjon, towering symbol of the shogun’s
wealth and power.”

The author goes on to quote a seventeenth-century writer, Asai Ryoi, who
wrote that
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people poured out of the residential quarters, hoping to escape the rapidly
spreading fire. Discarded family chests clogged street crossings . . . Tongues
of raging flames shot into the crowds of jostling people, pushing and shov-
ing against one another . . . bridges fell, reduced to ashes. Hemmed in by
flames, the crowd first surged to the south, then came back to the north.
Struggling helplessly, they tried the east, the west.”

When it was over more than 100,000 had died. Lying in ashes were 160 daimyo
estates, 3,550 temples and shrines, more than 750 residential compounds of
hatamoto and samurai, and perhaps 50,000 commoner houses.

After the fire the city was quickly rebuilt. A half century of peace had
brought increased standards of prosperity and comfort, and the daimyo man-
sions tended to be more splendid than before. Additional residences were built
by domains that had not yet supplemented their primary residence. The ba-
kufu did its best to reorder some arrangements to prevent a recurrence of the
fire. Many temples were moved from the center to relatively suburban posi-
tions, and the city grew outward to the north and west. In the crowded com-
moner quarters the government tried to institute clearings along waterways
and bridges to create firebreaks. As McClain’s study of Edo Bridge shows,
however, these efforts were not long successful. The first to petition for excep-
tions to the rule were wholesalers anxious to establish warehouses for the
goods that arrived by boat. In their wake came temporary shops that gradually
became less temporary and tutelary temples that provided protection against
disaster; restaurants and houses of entertainment soon multiplied, and with
them came theaters, entertainers, and beggars. What was happening, as
McClain describes it, was a gradual shift, over time, in which the commoners
were gaining at the expense of elite status groups in respect to the appropria-
tion of space despite the fact that the inequality of space remained largely as
it had been.

This was to be seen in two additional areas. Fire fighting in the broad
expanses of samurai Edo was at first a warrior prerogative; daimyo were re-
sponsible for their compounds, and bakufu vassals for their zones. But as fires
knew no jurisdiction, the inefficiency that divided responsibility produced led
daimyo to petition for permission to pursue fires before their compounds
were endangered. In the early eighteenth century the bakufu tried to establish
a citywide authority structure under which clearly defined zonal responsibil-
ities were established. Fire-fighting technology consisted largely of pulling
down houses that were expected to be in the line of fire rather than trying to
pump water. This led to a combination of authoritarianism and privatization:
commoner units were conscripted as a form of taxation, and merchants, who
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protested unsuccessfully against this, tried to hire substitutes. Gradually spe-
cialist corps emerged. By the early nineteenth century these showed consider-
able élan and laid claim to the tradition of urban toughs (kabukimono) of
early Tokugawa days, and annual displays of gymnastic virtuosity became a
festival tradition. Equipped and authorized to pull down houses in the line
of fire, they also possessed the means for social intimidation of uncooperative
house owners.”

Another area in which commoner interests gradually became distinct from
those of their samurai betters was water supply. In laying out Edo Ieyasu’s
engineers had followed the pattern of daimyo castle towns, giving first priority
to defense and security with a system of waterways that served chiefly the
interests of samurai defenders. As additional supplies were needed enclosed
culverts carried drinking water from desirable locations in western Edo and
the Kanda River, while commoners were restricted to neighborhood wells that
were located in the back of their narrow alleys. They were maintained commu-
nally with periodic cleaning to keep them usable. As the “public” samurai
system became overloaded and brackish, however, the upper-status groups
turned to wells they could sink on their more extensive grounds, while com-
moners increasingly came to rely on the less desirable but relatively plentiful
“public” supply. Gradually the burden of maintaining the public system
shifted from the samurai to the merchant and artisan neighborhoods. In a
process that was coordinated by the city magistrates, commoner property
owners were taxed and conscripted for the system’s maintenance. As with
protection against fire, security of the water supply became interwoven
with the routine and complexity of commoner social life. As people tired of
the heavy work involved in dredging the lines, those who were able to in-
creased the levies for local needs so that they could hire day laborers to do
the work.”

The complexity of Edo’s social fabric was reflected in its patchwork admin-
istrative structure. Daimyo were responsible for their estates and their retain-
ers. Commoner cho administration was entrusted to a pattern of headmen
that resembled the countryside from which the urbanites had come. Policing
was relatively light and informal, though the watch stations and barriers and
gates made it unwise to challenge the curfew. Through it all, however, the
direction of change was toward greater integration and consolidation under
the direction of the city magistrate. This pattern tells a great deal about Japa-
nese society, and it is important to note some points. Just as the city grew and
changed with time, the bakufu’s response to problems of order and efficiency
changed. The mid-decades of the seventeenth century, centering on the great
Meireki Fire, provide one period. In the early eighteenth century, Shogun
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Yoshimune’s reform administrator Ooka Tadasuke, styled Lord of Echizen,
left his mark on the city by struggling to organize a castle town that had
become a metropolis.”’ The early-nineteenth-century decades of rethinking
society that preceded the tumultuous period of the Meiji Restoration mark
the third.

A consistent pattern was the fact that the bakufu, despite its plethora of
underemployed retainers, did as little as possible itself and wanted individual
categories of inhabitants to run their own affairs. Shogunal courts were reluc-
tant to interfere in disputes that did not directly concern the government
and urged litigants to work out their own settlements.” The bakufu wanted
information about the way people were doing things, and it wanted local
officials to report its laws and warnings to those below them, but it was not
prepared to establish a functioning bureaucracy. Daimyo establishments, like
the domains that supported them, were substantially autonomous. “Outside”
samurai, as from Satsuma or Tosa, enjoyed virtual extraterritoriality in Edo,
though severe infractions of order by troublemakers would, when reported,
bring consultations between shogunal and domain administrators. No police
official attached to the City Magistrate was empowered to apprehend anyone
within a daimyo quarter or even within the areas set aside for bakufu vassals.
The senior councillors (rojii) dealt with the daimyo, who in turn were expected
to enforce regulations reasonably congruent with those of the bakufu itself.
Bakufu vassals, the hatamoto and ordinary samurai, were the province of the
Junior Council. Temples were under the administration of the Magistrate for
Shrines and Temples, while townsmen were the preserve of the City Magis-
trate. Since the townsmen constituted so large a sector of the population, it
will be useful to examine that administrative grid more closely.

In the fourth decade of the seventeenth century the bakufu, alarmed by the
number of persons being cut down on the streets, ordered that guardhouses be
set up in its samurai areas, and before long over nine hundred such were
established. Several hundred of these were staffed and financed by daimyo,
and the rest by bannermen. From these centers (which might be seen as the
antecedents of the modern Japanese police box), guards issued forth to patrol
the neighborhood and detain suspicious types or ruffians. In merchant quar-
ters the City Magistrate set up several hundred more stations, staffed by con-
stables, who usually inherited their positions. They were supposed to report
on the public mood, encourage virtuous conduct, and in general make up
for the fact that Edo was so lightly policed. Commoner residential quarters
in turn set up guardhouses and gate houses to look after things and make
sure the gates to cho were closed at night and during searches for criminals.
The commoner quarters gradually developed additional functionaries. At the
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very top were three elders (machitoshiyori), who were permitted swords and
were received in audience by the shogun at the New Year. Although not sala-
ried, they received plots that they normally rented out. Each neighborhood
had a chief (nanushi, the word also used for village heads). This office too
became hereditary. By the middle of the eighteenth century about 250 men
held this position. At the lowest level, families were organized into five-family
(gonin gumi) groups headed by substantial people (that is, owners of houses
with street frontage), who were responsible for the compliance of their tenants
and hangers-on with bakufu laws. These groups were given oversight of street
maintenance; they collected levies for fire fighting and water system mainte-
nance, expenses for festivals, guardhouses, gates, and the like. Each group had
a chief, who served by rotation. He was the one to approach with petitions
(as for travel permits), investigations, and so on.

Thus there was a complex process of devolution of responsibility down-
ward from the city magistrate to ordinary city dwellers. The bakufu seems to
have hoped, as one author puts it, “that with so many people involved, all
would feel heavier weight of accountability, all would take a hand in enforcing
the laws of the realm and the city.””

Withal, Edo, no doubt like other castle towns, remained a city in which
one proceeded with caution, especially after dark. This was partly because
rank made it possible to intimidate those of lower status. The diary of a hata-
moto wastrel, Musui Dokugen, describes his ability, by standing on his rank,
to organize fellow toughs, start fights, and generally terrorize his neighbor-
hood. In part this seems to have developed from his frustration at never find-
ing employment. “Once,” he writes, “while waiting in one of the rooms at
the court, I got into a big argument with Kamiue Yataro, a senior policeman
in the service of Okusa Noto-no-kami. It took three men—the custodian of
the court, Kamio Toemon, his inspector-aide, Ishizaka Seizaburo, and a po-
liceman, Yuba Sojaro—to convince me to let him off without reporting it to
his lord. The altercation lasted about two hours.” Lower orders fared still
worse: “... We picked fights along the way and went as far as Ryogoku Bridge.
That evening, with nothing special to do, I went home.”

Families of some status with such a troublemaker on their hands had to
provide their own restraints.” Musui at one point found that

on returning home, I saw that a cage the size of three tatami mats had
been set up in the middle of the sitting room. I was thrown in. Inside the
cage [ jiggled the bars and in less than a month had figured out a way to
remove two of them. I also reflected on my past conduct and came to the
conclusion that whatever had happened had been my fault.”
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Privatization of punitive or preventive measures of this sort could hardly
be a substitute for a well-policed society. In late Tokugawa days, when the
fabric of authority became frayed, the Meiji period educator Fukuzawa re-
called making his way home in the dusk after a pleasant evening with a group
of fellow students of Western learning. All the guests forgot the time. Antifor-
eign feeling was on the rise, and they felt themselves in danger. Swords were
kept at the ready.

Our host came to the emergency and hired a covered boat for us on the
neighboring river. In this unsuspected craft we were to be carried to vari-
ous parts of the city along the rivers and canals. Those who lived nearby
got off first, and one by one as the boat came to the vicinity of a home,
someone landed. Finally, an old doctor named Tozuka and myself were
landed at Shimbashi. Tozuka went in the direction of Azabu, and I was
to walk to my place in Shinse.

It was a walk of a little less than a mile. The hour had already turned
an hour past midnight—it was a cold and clear winter night with the
moon shining brightly overhead . . . I walked along the broad, vacant
street—no one in sight, absolutely still. Yet I remembered that strolling
ruffians had been appearing every night, cutting down unfortunate victims
at dark corners. I tucked up the wide ends of my hakama in order to be
ready to run at any signal and kept up a very fast pace.

Suddenly he saw a fellow coming toward him, who “looked gigantic in the
moonlight . . . nowadays there are policemen to depend upon, or we can run
into someone’s house for protection,” but not then. Fukuzawa decided there
was no way for it but to tough it out, and moved to the center of the street.
To his consternation the other man did the same. They were on a near colli-
sion course.

Every step brought us nearer, and finally we were at a striking distance.
He did not draw. Of course I did not draw either. So we passed each
other. With this as a cue, I ran. I do not remember how fast I ran. After
running a little distance I turned to look back as I flew. The other man was
running too, in his direction . . . He must have been frightened; certainly I

was.**

This story speaks, of course, of unusual times of uncertainty and danger.
But it illustrates a number of points: the absence of police protection, par-
ticularly in samurai quarters; the use of boats for transportation through-
out Edo; the curfew. We are familiar with Tokugawa wood prints showing
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covered ships, cheerful with their lanterns, inebriated passengers, and colorful
inamorata, festival fireworks in the background, heading for an evening of
sport in the licensed quarter. Fukuzawa’s route, however, led to the other side
of Edo.

Violence and lawlessness, privatized imprisonment, post stations, and
assisting villages, sporadic and frenzied pilgrimages that encouraged license
and levity as much as they did piety, all provide color in the panorama of
early modern Japanese society. Beneath the whole, however, was the develop-
ment of a pattern of interrelationships that set Japan off from most other
countries.

The first was the sheer scale of urban growth. The political measures that
forced samurai to take up residence in castle towns and cities resulted in the
concentration of the elite in administrative centers throughout the land. They
in turn required the presence of service trades, and thanks to that the cities
and castle towns speedily became local, regional, and national centers of man-
ufacture, trade, and commerce. By the turn of the first century of Tokugawa
rule virtually every domain had close to one tenth of its population in such
an urban center.

Second, the system of alternate attendance transformed the upper reaches
of the samurai elite into a circulating or rotating service class and built a never-
ending round of travel and preparation for travel into their lives. Hostels and
business enterprises sprang up along the main traveled roads to service and
profit from that travel. In response to the demands of the Edo government
a communications network developed; Edo became the nerve center of the
country, its stories and concerns diffused by every procession that filed out
of the walled estates to return to its point of origin.

Third, this had a telling effect on domain, regional, and national econo-
mies. The urban centers with their large populations required food, raw mate-
rials, and constant reinforcement of their numbers. Daimyo needed to sell
part of the rice tax their agents collected, greengrocers had to scour the coun-
tryside for supplies, and peasants needed the urban waste to fertilize their
fields. From village to domain, Japan became less self-sufficient and more
attuned to exchange.

Fourth, the interaction of regional with metropolitan culture speeded the
development of a national culture. The system of alternate attendance ac-
quainted the thousands who traveled with the state of affairs in the provinces
through which they passed, providing a basis for comparison and evaluation.
They returned home with the goods and learning they had acquired at the
capital. Metropolitan center teachers of everything from swordsmanship to
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Confucian learning came to have disciples in the provinces and attracted stu-
dents who could come. The descendants of the Sengoku daimyo became by
degrees urban aristocrats who prided themselves on their mastery of the arts
of tea and calligraphy. Like the Korean court’s care to select worthy cultural
ambassadors for missions to Japan, they began to see to it that their Edo
mansions did not lack the presence of men able to hold their own in cultivat-
ing the arts of peace.



THE DEVELOPMENT
OF A MASS CULTURE

In the seventeenth century there was a top-down spread of liter-
acy and culture, as there had been of urban settlements. In the
case of cities the concentration of the warriors at their lords’
capitals was followed by the recruitment of servants, artisans,
and merchants to meet their needs, and that sequence of settle-
ment helped give the castle towns their distinctive topographical
arrangement. In literacy and culture the development was
broadly similar; the average samurai, poorly schooled and
barely literate at the time of Sekigahara, was enjoined by early
shoguns and lords to follow the path of letters as well as that
of arms; urban life gave point to this, and by the end of the
century most samurai had acquired at least some literacy. The
new society of cities, with the flow of men and goods they
brought, made literacy possible and gradually essential for many
more. Block-printed texts of religious and ethical precepts,
proper manners and deportment, and the efficient conduct of
trade and agriculture spread throughout the land. Requirements
of periodic registration for religion and for census, for tenant
shares and taxes, spread the most basic skills of syllabary literacy
even farther. As these needs were earliest felt and became most
pressing near the great cities of Osaka and Edo, it was also there
that a commoner mass culture had its birth. By the century’s
end new forms of poetry, new tastes in reading, and new diver-
sions in theater marked the dawn of a modern people’s culture.

1. Civilizing the Ruling Class

For the first century of Tokugawa rule the shogunal capital of
Edo and the castle towns that dotted the communication routes
were dominated by the warriors whose residences took up most
of the urban area. After decades of warfare that had brutalized
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the samurai it required some time to change them into useful agents of civil
government. Most of the major generals were literate, but some were barely
so. An early daimyo of Tosa, for instance, drew ridicule for his fondness for
the Confucian Classic of Filial Piety, and had difficulty explaining its utility
as a tool for ruling the country. Ieyasu himself was conscious of the impor-
tance of civilizing his samurai, utilized existing libraries for studies of prece-
dents, and thought it desirable to encourage the diffusion of literacy among
his retainers. Even so, as late as 1715 only twenty of the domains had established
official schools for their samurai. Early education was for the most part carried
out by private tutors for the high-ranking, or sometimes in small groups by
Buddhist monks. By the end of the century, however, the writer Saikaku could
point out that a samurai unable to read was sadly behind the times, and per-
mitted himself the sweeping statement that “there is nothing in the world as
shameful as being unable to write.”!

The material the young samurai was expected to read and write began
with edifying excerpts from Chinese classics about morality and loyalty. Be-
sides basic calligraphy in Chinese characters and the Confucian Four Books
(The Analects of Confucius, The Book of Mencius, Great Learning, and Doctrine
of the Mean), he was taught deportment, the tea ceremony, and some elemen-
tary NO chanting and drums. With adolescence he was tutored in fencing,
swordsmanship, horse riding, and archery. By the age of eighteen or nineteen
the young warrior—turned gentleman was supposed to be competent in Chi-
nese and Japanese verse, chess, backgammon, and military administration. In
other words, with allowance made for the zone of civilization, the young man’s
accomplishments were similar to what might have been expected of his upper-
class counterpart in western Europe.

Civilization also involved pacification. The early shogunate had to curb
random violence in city streets by kabukimono, the young toughs who had
proved to be a dangerous nuisance. It was better to have young bloods work-
ing at their books than swaggering around the towns making life dangerous
for ordinary people. The Meireki era fire of 1657 marked something of a divide
in problems of this sort, for the Edo that was rebuilt was far more attuned
to patterns of peace.

In castle towns samurai youths were subject to fewer of the civilizing in-
fluences that prevailed at the shogun’s capital, but by and large there was a
parallel, albeit slower, trend in the same direction. Anticipation of duty and
residence at Edo can have been expected to provide incentives for achieve-
ments of this sort. By the end of the century private tutoring and fencing
academies in which rank counted for less than accomplishment gradually be-
gan to change the nature of samurai society.
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Tokugawa Japan provided sponsorship and patronage for architecture,
painting, sculpture, calligraphy, and theater to a degree previously unknown.
The explosion of activity involved in developing warrior-sponsored temple
complexes, castle town residences for high retainers, and daimyo mansions
in Edo all created a setting for the development of virtuosity of artisans and
artists. Artists and architects enjoyed a level of support they had never known
before. Painters adorned the walls of temples, palaces, and castles with paint-
ings and screens that still stand as markers of upper-class taste and refinement.
Landscape architects too could test their skills in gardens that were commis-
sioned for temples that were restored and new mansions.

In the paintings for private quarters of the new residences convention
favored scenes from Chinese life, as imagined in the classics used in education.
The leading exponents of these themes were the artists of the Kano school,
which had come to the forefront in late Muromachi (Ashikaga) and Sengoku
years. Nobunaga and Hideyoshi were both patrons of Kano artists, and with
the Tokugawa victory the Kano school became virtually the official school of
art. Kano Tanyu (1602—1674), the patriarch of the line, received private audi-
ences from Ieyasu and Hidetada, was given an Edo residence outside the Edo
castle gate, and received an imperial court rank appropriate to a daimyo. A
large number of artists worked in Kano workshops, and the master provided
the finishing and legitimating touches.” Tanyt and his brothers furnished slid-
ing-door (fusuma) paintings for Tokugawa palaces in Edo, Nagoya, Kyoto
(Nijo), and the imperial palace, Ieyasu’s mausoleum at Nikko, and a number
of the great Buddhist temples in Kyoto. In old age he was given the Buddhist
honorary title of hoin, the highest title bestowed on a painter. Since the Kano
school was patronized by the shogun, its works and style were favored by the
daimyo and upper retainers as well. Another line of painters, the Tosa school,
owed less to Chinese style (and nothing to the province of that name) and
featured a clearer sense of line and motion. Accomplished artists sometimes
combined the two or worked in both separately. These two schools set the
standards for the artistic preferences of the elite.

Architecture too profited from the sponsorship made possible by a coun-
try at peace plentifully provided with ruling-class patronage. Almost all major
Buddhist temples were rebuilt in the early Tokugawa reigns. In most cases
the slavish commitment to Chinese style that had characterized the Muro-
machi era with its emphasis on Sung-era gates (Karamon, “Chinese gate”)
was replaced by a more sober and less flamboyant approach. Two exceptions
perhaps prove the rule. In Uji, near Nara, a branch of a Chinese Zen sect
brought in through Nagasaki was responsible for the great Obaku Manpukuji
temple, which was constructed in almost purely Ming dynasty style. For the
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first half of the period, it will be remembered, it was headed by abbots brought
from China. The other exception, and far more famous, is the Nikko
mausoleum/temple dedicated to Ieyasu after he was deified as the “Shining
Deity of the East” by his grandson Iemitsu. Here the urge for rich sculptured
decoration was expressed in dazzling color quite in contrast to the normal
Japanese preference for unpainted wood. The Nikko shrine, given imperial
honor equal to that accorded the Ise shrine dedicated to the sun goddess
Amaterasu, was approached by a special highway lined with cryptomeria trees
contributed by daimyo. Along it wound processions of successive shoguns,
emissaries from the imperial court, and Korean ambassadors. At Nikko itself
“the efforts of the architect and the wood-carver to reach maximum richness
in a whole group of buildings have been complemented by an equal emphasis
on color, inside and out. The key is almost barbarically high, hot red, intense
light blue, gold accents, a contrabass of black lacquer; the ultimate visual shock
is given by key areas painted a dazzling white.” Yet even here the Chinese-
style magnificence was subdued by its setting. In China this striking group
of temples would have been left open to the sky and surrounded by marble
pavements, but at Nikko a setting of towering cryptomeria provides a depth
of shadow into which the tumult of the group of buildings sinks, almost with-
out an echo.’

Ceramics too made great headway. The tea ceremony, an essential accom-
plishment for the cultured, brought with it opportunity for potters whose
ware complemented the rustic simplicity of the artfully simple setting in which
the great found respite from the formality of official life and duty. Each of
the Sengoku unifiers played a part in the immense respect that was paid to
water jars and tea bowls of particularly subtle and quite natural beauty; not
a few carried names and became objects of desire and intense competition at
the very highest ranks of society. Some master potters developed works of
quiet and exquisite elegance. The early-seventeenth-century potter Nonomura
Ninsei, perhaps the first to sign his work, indicated an awareness of craftsman-
as-artist that marked a new sophistication. His tea jars and incense burners,
done in a boldly decorative style, complemented the magnificence of the new
ruling class.

The surge of urban needs and travel that has been described also brought
the opportunity to market nationwide the products of humbler kilns. Many
areas developed local glazes and clays that made it possible for commoners
to shift from wooden to ceramic bowls, with consequent benefits for health
and longevity. Porcelain complemented earthenware. In the northern Kyushu
province of Hizen the Saga daimyo, Nabeshima, had the advantage of groups
of Korean potters his armies had commandeered and brought back to Japan
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after the Hideyoshi invasions of the 1590s. In the early seventeenth century
Saga potters discovered a rich vein of kaolin that permitted experimentation
with porcelain. Production became a domain enterprise, and it was carried
out under careful supervision and control. Slightly removed from the main
Arita kilns, a very special porcelain ware, known to the daimyo as Nabeshima,
was produced under conditions of military security to protect its secrets and
used for gifts the daimyo needed to make to his overlord in Edo. Meanwhile
the main ware produced at Arita, modeled on dishes produced in Ming China
in its patterns of blue and white, became exported through the port of Imari
to Nagasaki whence it was diffused through Europe. Far greater amounts were
shipped around the coastal trading routes of Japan to serve as noodle bowls
and dishes in all major urban centers.

The diffusion of such wares, albeit of more modest quality, for large-scale
markets gradually produced a congruence in pattern and taste throughout
Tokugawa society. It is somewhat misleading to speak of “popular” culture
as something quite distinct from “high” culture. To be sure some pastimes,
among them No theater, were restricted by edict to the ruling caste, as were,
by cost and practice, the finest porcelains and paintings. But what was shared
and diffused was more important than what was set apart. As the period pro-
gressed, a truly mass culture began to take shape.

2. Books and Literacy

In a country at peace samurai were not the only ones who needed to be literate.
Heads of five-family units had to know the rules and report on their enforce-
ment, village leaders had to keep records and file reports on population and
temple registers, merchants had to keep books, and the simple warnings (ko-
satsu) that were posted at traffic intersections and bridges had no point unless
people were able to know what they said. After the early decades of the seven-
teenth century Japanese had access to a steadily growing volume of books—
devotional, entertaining, and practical—and grew up surrounded by print in
a society that valued the ability to master that medium.

At first authorities did not have much reason to encourage literacy among
commoners, and in some parts of the country they never did. But they seldom
discouraged it. As those authorities themselves gradually became more im-
bued with Confucian values, they usually came to realize that literacy in the
basic collections of homilies would make those they ruled easier to rule. After
the first century of Tokugawa rule literacy among commoners, reflected in
the establishment of commoner schools (ferakoya), accelerated rapidly. Even
before that it was important for local notables. By end of the century, when
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the poet Matsuo Basho went on pilgrimage to outlying corners of the land,
he was welcomed everywhere he went by village leaders who knew of him
and often did their best to match the poetic skills of their famous guest with
their own, more humble, efforts. The effects of reading could also go far be-
yond the circle of those empowered to read. Local notables and village leaders
were expected to enlighten their people on what was expected of them, some-
what in the way Chinese village heads were expected to gather their charges
for readings of the imperial edicts on morality.

Movable type printing was introduced to Japan—or, as Henry Smith puts
it, stolen—from Korea by Hideyoshi’s armies.* It was also utilized by the Jesuit
press at Nagasaki, which published translations of works as varied as devo-
tional writings and Aesop’s fables. Some three hundred titles are known to
have been published in wooden and metal movable type in the first decades
of the seventeenth century. By 1626, however, publishers had reverted to the
older technology of wooden printing blocks. Japanese had long been familiar
with that method; indeed what are probably the world’s oldest printed docu-
ments survive from devotional blocks done in seventh-century Japan. Block
printing seems to have been more congenial to the needs of a language coded
in the formidably complex writing system of Japanese, which makes use of
Chinese characters and supplements them with two systems of phonetic sym-
bols. Blocks made it possible to include cursive script and illustrations. Japan’s
publishers came to produce works in purely Chinese characters, mixed Sinico-
Japanese, and purely Japanese syllabary. These skills developed first in the
older cultural centers of Kyoto and Osaka. For much of the Tokugawa period
Kyoto led in the production of Buddhist and Confucian material, both of
which were most heavily “Chinese” in composition. Commercial publishing
grew rapidly in Kyoto. By mid-century it had developed in Osaka, and in the
eighteenth century it spread to Edo and the larger castle towns. One authority
estimates that the total volume of titles produced in the seventeenth century
came to 7,200, perhaps something over 100 per year; by the mid- and later
years of the Tokugawa period, it probably rose to five or six times that number.

Block printing required skills different from those used in movable type,
and its problems were human rather than technological. A skilled calligrapher
was first needed to write on a block. The next and more difficult step involved
the carver who prepared the block. Artisans came to specialize in cursive style,
in various styles of formal script, and in illustrations. The completed block
was inked and readied for the moistened sheet of paper that was applied by
the printer. With little of the heft required for the binding and endpaper that
distinguished Western books, the final process of assembling and stitching
was relatively simple, often performed in-house by female labor. The final
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product was something far more fragile than its European counterpart. The
rice paper used was subject to destruction by insect predators, but the process
permitted rapid production. The number of copies that could be gained from
a single set of blocks varied with the complexity of the design of the page of
print and the quality of the wood used. Cherry was considered ideal because
it was so hard. A formal work of Chinese characters could be reproduced
many hundreds of times from the same block, while a delicately carved block
of cursive type with illustrations was less serviceable over time. Used blocks
might be planed smooth and used again, or they could be stored for later
printings, though not without danger of warping. The skills and capital re-
quired, as Smith observes,” were dramatically different in Japan and in the
West. The Western printer needed machinery and fonts of type, but once
things were in place his skills were relatively easily obtained. His Japanese
counterpart required little capital, but he did need an extended period of
tutelage, which was usually organized along guild lines. Blocks and knives
might be plentiful, but those capable of etching a fine and beautifully pointed
line were not always easy to find.

It is worth noting that printing was a private enterprise. The shogunate
was reasonably vigilant to make certain that publications did not endanger
its security and did not offend public morals too dramatically, but it made
no attempt to control things closely or to license what was published. There
were, however, taboos that became more explicit as the reading public grew.
Ordinances issued periodically, especially during periods of “reform,” were
especially firm in warning against works dealing with Christianity, which had
of course been under the ban from the first. Inspection of books imported
from China was motivated by the need to prevent Jesuit translations from
coming in Chinese dress. A second category concerned anything that might
be considered harmful to the public order. Contemporary politics were off-
limits, as was discussion of the Tokugawa house. A third category concerned
public morals and focused on pornography. There was no censorship, but
publishers and authors could be charged with violation of these concerns after
books appeared. Typically, punishments consisted of destruction of blocks
and other capital equipment to cow the publishers, and use of the cangue, a
wooden stock for neck or hands, to keep authors from producing more. These
latent dangers were expected to intimidate the enterprise. It seldom proved
necessary to invoke them, and outstanding incidents came only during the
three periods (17291736, 1787—1793, and 1837—-1843) when reform and regener-
ation were heralded as shogunal policy.®

Textbooks used in teaching young people to read were usually didactic,
as in the West; in Japan they contained a mixture of Confucian homilies and
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Buddhist moralisms. By the late seventeenth century, a more practical manual,
or primer, appeared. Orai, as they were called, often provided terminology
and know-how for commerce. Similar orai appeared to provide competence
in everything from farming to household needs. By the end of the period,
about 7,000 books of this sort had appeared. By the late 1600s another cate-
gory, chohoki (“accumulated treasures”), became common. These contained
instructions for personal and social skills in many walks of life, for women
as well as men. Still other collections of Setsuyo prepared the reader for life
in a Japan at peace; there were sample forms for letter writing, lists of famous
places, maps of the three major cities, outlines of Japanese history, and calen-
dars of annual events. In short, they were close to the household encyclopedias
common in the West.”

3. Osaka and Kyoto

Edo did not become Japan’s greatest city until the eighteenth century. Until
then two cities of the west, Osaka and Kyoto, were far more developed and
advanced. Even after Edo caught up the three were usually referred to as santo,
“the three metropolises” or capitals. Kyoto and Osaka were radically different
from castle towns, of which Edo was the greatest, in the arrangement and
allocation of space. The castle towns were military centers in which over half
the space available was reserved for samurai. In Kyoto and Osaka the samurai
presence was very slight; aside from a small number stationed there by the
bakufu or domains, other groups came first.

Kyoto was the ancient capital, and throughout the Tokugawa period it
remained the home of the imperial court and the old aristocracy. The kuge
residences clustered around the imperial palace, which looked south down the
central north-south avenues that echoed the arrangement of Chinese imperial
capitals. The edges of the city were dominated by the grounds of the great
temples. Two imperial gardens, the Katsura and the Shiigakuin, were located
to the west and the north, but the emperor required bakufu permission for
visits even to them. The great Buddhist temples, many of which had suffered
partial or total damage in the wars of the sixteenth century, were restored.
Craftsmen’s and traders’ residences and places of business were to be found
in geometrically arranged streets south of the aristocratic quarter. They were
often concentrated by craft, in streets that still indicated their original spe-
cialty, but more often there was a mix of products and specialties. Long pe-
riods of political instability had created a crazy quilt of patronage in which
areas were responsible for, and contributed toward, their shrine, temple, and
noble protectors. The unifiers, especially Hideyoshi, who virtually made Kyoto
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his capital, leveled this confusion out and made things uniform. Kyoto was
known for the refinement of its citizens and of its products. Elaborate brocades
and other textiles, fine lacquer and metal work, were among its specialties.
A census report of 1593 for the northern, commercial center of Reizen-
Muromachi listed fifty-nine workplaces and shops in which skilled workers
produced oil, silver, copper, tin, needles, silk and woven cloth, gold-flecked
lacquer ware, sword sheaths, armor, leather goods, blades, bamboo blinds,
brushes, fans, umbrellas, tea scoops, paintings, medicine, and rope. The city
had long been a center for luxury goods, and it remained that.®

It was even more a center for Buddhist establishments. The bakufu divided
the great popular-faith, Amida-centered sects of Shin Buddhism into an East-
ern and Western Honganji, “Temples of the Original Vow,” and each was
centered in a complex of massive buildings that dominated its area in the
central city. The Pure Land (Jodo) Sect, no less committed to invocation of
the name of Amida, matched the great Honganji temple in the city center with
its giant Chion’in complex in the Higashiyama hills. These had an interior
magnificence borrowed from the Momoyama palace style—indeed, the cele-
brated Kano Eitoku ceiling panels in the western Honganji had originally been
done for Hideyoshi’s Jarakutei palace, which, like other structures associated
with the Hideyoshi era and legacy, had been dismantled by the bakufu after
its victory at Osaka. Monumental and impressive columns supported massive
roofs. Worship services that were held in these temples grafted on to the sim-
ple repetition of the name of Amida an impressive theatricality that owed
much to the magnificence of its setting. The whole was designed for the edifi-
cation of large-scale congregations. “Beyond the seated priests, the lamps
twinkle on the pure gold surfaces of the altar furnishings. The air prickles
with incense, and seems to throb with the responses chanted by a hundred
throats. In the imagination of the faithful, the scene must stand as a convinc-
ing promise, wonderfully close and real, of the beauty and majesty of the
Western paradise.” These temples had no equal elsewhere in Japan.

Construction and maintenance of these structures required the talents of
very large numbers of skilled craftsmen. It is small wonder that Kyoto became
and remained a pilgrimage center long after it ceased to be a power center.
Its streets were crowded with samurai, priests, acolytes, students, and pilgrims.
Class lines counted for less than they did in castle town administrative centers.
The bakufu realized the importance of the experienced commoners from these
cities. So did daimyo, many of whom did their best to attract residents from
the old centers for their castle towns. In 1634 Iemitsu remitted the land taxes
of Osaka, Sakai, and Nara; those in Kyoto (and Edo) had been canceled earlier.
The bakufu put relatively few restraints on commerce. It did away with the
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cumbersome imposts and levies of the sixteenth century and took advantage
of the traditions of self-rule that townsmen had developed during years of
military confusion.

The bakufu had a presence in Kyoto, one that was essential to its control
and manipulation of the imperial court. The great Nijo Castle in the western
quarter projected power in the stonework of its foundations, the defenses of
its moats, the dimensions of its gates and interior, and the majesty of the
paintings of massive pines that first greeted visitors important enough to be
admitted within its portals. This was the headquarters of the bakufu resident,
the shoshidai, who was its official for contact with the court. In early Tokugawa
decades shoguns came to Kyoto, but after Iemitsu’s great descent with 300,000
men in 1634 no shogun came until the 1860s. There were samurai guard posts,
but there was no samurai residential quarter. Eighty-six daimyo maintained
stations or offices in Kyoto to have access to its luxury goods for themselves
and for exchange with their peers, but they were never in residence themselves.

Kyoto was an early center of publishing, and it remained the leader in
works in Chinese. Sometime around 1650, as travel picked up and curiosity
about other parts of the country grew, a boom of map publishing began. Maps
of Kyoto became immensely detailed, with woodblock prints that combined
identification of each of the many merchant districts (cho) with current infor-
mation about the capital.!” Publishers competed with rival versions of ever
more detailed and colorfully done products. Similar maps began to appear
for other cities, particularly for Osaka and Edo. It is seldom noted, but impor-
tant, that these maps were available for sale and distribution. Across the waters
in China, officials of the Manchu garrison state would have been aghast at
the thought of providing such convenient guides for insurrectionary forces.
The Tokugawa regime had no such fears long before the Manchu conquest
was complete.

Osaka, the third of the “three metropolises” (santo), was quite unlike Kyo-
to and Edo. It had always played a central role in Japanese history through
its port and commerce. To it came ships from China and Ryukyu, and from
it the goods of that commerce moved along river routes to the early capitals
of Nara and Kyoto. Japan’s first Buddhist temple, the Shitennoji, was estab-
lished there. In the sixteenth century Honganji Buddhist sectarians had re-
sisted Nobunaga from their Osaka headquarters and, until Hideyoshi brought
them to heel, they maintained a doughty tradition of commoner defiance.
Hideyoshi used the city as his military headquarters. The giant castle he
erected there, though burned in the final Tokugawa victory of 1615, was rebuilt
by the bakufu as a symbol of its power.

In the first century of Tokugawa rule Osaka quickly became the center of
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the Japanese economy. Feudal lords from all parts of Japan were able to ship
their surplus rice to Osaka for sale in what became a national commodities
market. With their profits they were able to finance the obligations they in-
curred under the sankin-kotai system. The city’s flourishing markets had
earned it the name “Kitchen of Japan” even before the Tokugawa years, but
that title became firmly fixed within a few decades of the bakufu’s establish-
ment. The city’s numerous moats, some named for their most important pro-
vincial shipper (for example, Tosabori), were lined with warehouses. The city
was famous for the hundred and fifty bridges that crossed its rivers and moats;
construction and maintenance was an important part of the local residents’
duty. At first domains had stationed a samurai officer there as their agent,
but those duties were soon taken over by commoner warehouse managers,
the kuramoto. Some of them handled affairs for several domains. There might
be a domain samurai attached to the enterprise, but due to the intricacy of
the rice exchange professional agents were essential. For many samurai, num-
bers and calculations were denigrated as “shopkeepers’ tools,” and men
brought up in those values were no match for commoner merchants.

The Osaka domain storehouse agents had three functions; they sold do-
main surplus rice and other exports, they purchased items like arms, clothing,
and luxuries for the domain elite, and they became domain agents for bor-
rowing money through loans from other merchants. Rice was shipped to
Osaka in the fall, and offered for bids on a market in which authorized bro-
kers, who numbered more than five hundred, had permits to participate. Bid-
ders made a deposit in silver and paid the remainder later; meanwhile they
were given vouchers for the rice held in the storehouses. These vouchers began
as promises of payment within thirty days, but before long they became prom-
ises of future delivery and could be transferred, and sold, as commodity shares.
They had the backing of the shogunate against default, and became marketable
commodity securities. The Osaka agents thus became essential to the domains.
They could provide advances in anticipation of revenue, and those in turn
developed into long-term loans that bore interest of 10 percent to 20 percent
a year. Out of all this a futures market developed; buyers could gamble on
movements in the future price of rice as a “hedge” against weakness in their
present position. The present, or “spot” market, and the futures provided the
material for capitalist exchanges of very great complexity."

The Osaka market set the standard for the national rice price. Market
quotations were sent around the country by pigeon and by fast runner. By
the middle of the seventeenth century bakufu officials indicated discomfort
with some market functions and became aware that they could lead to price
manipulation, or to large personal profits. It was in the bakufu’s interest to
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keep the price of rice stable and high, for that was the koku currency in which
its retainers were paid. At the century’s end, Tsunayoshi’s reform program
sought out particularly wealthy traders as subject for confiscation. In 1705 the
confiscation of the accumulated wealth of the house of Yodoya revealed with
startling detail the kind of riches a commoner house could accumulate. Offi-
cials were confused and even alarmed by the evidence of merchant wealth,
and did what they could to keep it within bounds. Edicts sometimes warned
against the acceptance of tegata, or options and futures contracts, but largely
in vain.

Osaka was a merchant town without a samurai residential quarter, and
the bakufu wanted it kept that way. Like Kyoto it was under direct bakufu
jurisdiction, administered by commissioners who reported to the Edo rojii.
Tax income from the countryside around the city was assigned to bakufu
hatamoto.

Kyoto and Osaka led in the establishment of giant mercantile enterprises.
Most of these stores concentrated on textiles; in the case of Mitsui, this was
combined with a currency exchange house. As transfers of funds from Osaka,
where the economy was based on silver, to Edo, where the gold ryo was the
standard, were necessary for bakufu and domains alike, authorized exchange
houses provided essential services.

The Kyoto or Osaka store was often the headquarters for branches else-
where, ideally in Edo. In this way these establishments contributed to the
diffusion of goods from centers of production to those of consumption. These
giant stores were very probably the world’s largest at that time, and they con-
stituted prominent features of urban life recorded by contemporary printmak-
ers. In time the Mitsui Echigoya, established in Kyoto, became the modern
Mitsukoshi chain of department stores; Shirokiya, Matsuzakaya, Ebisuya, and
several others have similar histories.

The largest of these were giant establishments in space as well as staff.
Employees or hokonin were typically young, single men who boarded in; they
sometimes numbered over one hundred, and in one case close to five hun-
dred.”

In structure and organization establishments of this scale can be seen as
a bridge between warrior houses and civil society. Founders left house codes to
guide their successors, they specified succession procedures, and they enjoined
them to keep the interests of the house in mind. There were also interesting
differences. Samurai family codes stressed the importance of public service
and duty, but the merchant was more inclined to be wary and remember his
proper status and private interest. Succession could at times devolve on a
woman, though adoption of an male heir was more likely. Occasional acts of



Excerpts from the Will of Mitsui Takahira (1722)

¢ The descendants shall forever observe these rules without fail.

* The members of the House shall with one accord promote the common benefit.
Those in authority should treat subordinates with kindness, while the
subordinates should in turn respect those in authority. The House will be more
prosperous when its rules are observed with courtesy. Even if one is friendly
with outsiders, if he maintains only his own dignity and does not think of the
other members of the House, there will be no peace at home, and disorder and
chaos may arise. If one lives in luxury and neglects his business, there will be no
prosperity for the House.

* When a merchant’s efforts and intentions are loose, his business will be taken
over by others. Care must be had.

¢ It is the will of [the head] that the family of Hachiroemon shall remain at all
times as the Senior Main Family. Therefore even if the son of Hachiroemon
should not be old enough, if he is sufficiently capable, he shall succeed his father
and become the Head of the House.

* When there are no children to succeed the head of the main family, a son may
be adopted from other members of the House. When there is no male issue, a
female may succeed.

¢ Although the eldest son is to succeed his family in principle, if his conduct
causes harm to the family, he shall be expelled even if he is the only son, and
sent into the priesthood, and an adopted successor from among the other
members of the House shall be chosen. If the other members of the House
should not be sufficiently capable to maintain their families or if their conduct
should be immoral, such members shall also be sent into the priesthood.

¢ Should any member of the House be prevented from attending to his business
duties due to ill health, the quota of his living expenses shall be reduced by
twenty percent. The accumulation of this shall be laid aside for distribution as a
bonus among other members of the House who worked with great diligence.

* Persons in public office are not, as a rule, prosperous. This is because they con-
centrate on discharging their public duties and neglect their own family affairs.
Do not forget you are a merchant. You must regard dealing with the govern-
ment always as a sideline of your business. It is therefore a great mistake to cast
the family business aside and consider government service as a first duty . . .

* To believe in the gods and Buddha and to follow the teachings of Confucianism
are the duties of a man. Nevertheless, it is not good to go to extremes.
Extremists in religion will never be successful merchants . . .

* The gods and Buddha lie within one’s heart. Therefore, you should not offer
gold and silver to them and expect some special grace in return . . .
contributions should be made to the poor and the suffering and the return will
be ten thousand times as large.

Adapted from Eleanor M. Hadley, “Concentrated Business Power in Japan” (Ph.D.
dissertation, Radcliffe, 1949), app.
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charity could bring benefits, but religious fervor could be as dangerous to the
house as government service. At the same time, the Buddhist priesthood could
provide a useful repository for incompetents.

The Mitsui house was founded with dry-goods stores in Kyoto and Edo
in 1673. A decade later it added services in money exchange and money lend-
ing; an Osaka branch appeared in 1691. That year, “by appointment to the
shogun” (goyo shonin), Mitsui was authorized to send bakufu receipts of funds
from Osaka to Edo. This role as fiscal agent of government could be, and was,
turned to good advantage; funds could be transferred in the form of goods
sold at a profit in the consumption center of Edo.

As the house interest and activities grew, a governing council made up of
heads of branch families was established in Kyoto. Family heads were brought
up to place the good of the lineage ahead of personal considerations. Like the
heads of warrior houses, generations of Mitsui family chiefs were drilled in
the importance of the house and taught to regard themselves more as stewards
than owners of the properties they administered.

One expression of this was the house instructions (kakun) and laws (kaho).
These had always been standard for aristocrats in the Heian period, and great
warrior houses also prized them from an early point. Asakura Toshikage
(1428—1481), who fought his way to dominance in the province of Echizen,
for instance, left seventeen articles to guide his descendants. He warned them
to value ability more than seniority in the selection of aides, and went on to
stress sobriety, frugality, and the avoidance of ostentation. House heads were
to carry out systematic observation and inspection of the domain, and they
were warned that “public opinion” mattered. “When passing in front of mon-
asteries, shrines, or dwelling houses, rein in your horse,” he counseled; “if the
place is pretty, praise it. If it is in poor condition, express your sympathy.
This will have a good effect.””

The Mitsui rules and procedures were formalized in the early eighteenth
century by descendants of Mitsui Takatoshi (1622—-1694), who headed the
house during its formative decades. In old age he dictated his recollections
for his grandson, Takafusa (1684—1748), who, as head of the “northern” house,
played a central role in regularizing Mitsui house management. Takafusa re-
worded and wrote out the stories he had been told as Chonin koken roku,
“Some Observations on Merchants.” The collection was copied by hand for
heads of each of the nine branch families and not published until the nine-
teenth century. These observations concern the rise and fall of about fifty
wealthy Kyoto merchant houses. It was the fall of those houses that most
interested Takafusa, and he posed their cases as guides for future Mitsui heads.
Over half of the houses he wrote about failed because they made the mistake
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of lending to daimyo. Other houses had sons who lived extravagantly and
thought they were gentlemen, forgetting their place as merchants. “We know
from our own observation,” he wrote, “that notable merchant houses of Kyoto
generally are ruined in the second or third generation and disappear from
the scene.” Example after example drove home the point. “When great men
are extravagant,” he went on, “they lose their territories, but lesser folk lose
their livelihood.”"

The Mitsui founder’s recollections of others’ disasters also led him to for-
mulate a house code or law. This was worked over by his eldest son and
successor, Takahira (or Sochiku, his Buddhist name, 1653—1737), and estab-
lished as the house code in 1722. The document stood as the house code until
the Mitsui incorporation as a modern enterprise in 1900. Its overwhelming
concern was to stress the need for unity among the branch houses, but its
more general warnings, based upon the family founder’s experience and recol-
lections, are so telling for what they show about merchant values that the
document deserves quotation at some length. With allowance made for mer-
chant concerns, these instructions put one very much in mind of warrior
codes. They specify the rules of succession and indicate that ability should
count for more than seniority. They warn against ostentation and excess of
any sort, including expensive piety. Properly publicized gifts to the poor are
a better investment than gifts to the temples and shrines. Mitsui successors
are warned not to become too involved with government, for that could be
costly and dangerous. The code is perhaps best summed up in a trenchant
sentence: “Never forget that we are merchants; dealing with government is a
sideline of our business.”"”

There are many testaments like Takatoshi’s from other merchant family
founders. Like elderly men everywhere, they were prone to stress the intensity
of their application and commitment in youth and hold it up as an example
to those who followed, but they all show a staunch conviction of merchant
integrity and importance.'®

In large enterprises like Mitsui a structured bureaucratic organization took
great care to ascertain the quality of personnel before entrusting them with
responsibility. The Mitsui archives detail the case histories of enterprise em-
ployees. Like the rosters of samurai service records, these track each man’s
career and show the care that was taken to train him. For one example: in
1810 Ichikawa Chusaburd entered Mitsui service as a youngster of fourteen.
He came with the backing of his parents and several sponsors, who provided
a written affirmation of his quality as well as payment for his initial expenses.
As he caused no problems after a five- or six-month period of trial, he was
formally admitted to hokonin status, with the lowest (114) grade of company
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Excerpts from the Will of Shimai Soshitsu (1610), Hakata Merchant

* Some clerks, it is said, are going out at night. It should hardly be necessary

to repeat the rules against this . . . nocturnal excursions are strictly
forbidden.
* Apprentices . . . are important to a merchant house and should be treated

kindly so they too will be loyal to the house.

* Until you are forty, avoid every luxury and never act or think as one
above your station in life . . . Do not cultivate expensive tastes; you should
avoid such things as the tea ceremony, swords, daggers, and fine clothes.
Above all, do not carry weapons. If you own a sword or some armor that
someone gave you, sell it and carry the money instead.

* Never wander about outside the shop or visit places where you have no
business being . . .

* You should pick up all trash inside and behind the house, and chop up
the pieces of rope and short bits of trash to use in plaster, and use the
long pieces to make rope. Collect and clean pieces of wood and bamboo
longer than five bu and use them as firewood . . . Do as I have done, and
waste absolutely nothing.

* Bargain for the items you need and pay as little as you can, but remember

the range of possible prices for each item . . . you can then give the maid
only the precise amount she will need.
¢ ... If you provide your servants [a hodgepodge], you and your wife

should eat it as well. Even if you intend to eat rice, first sip at least a bit
of [the hodgepodge], for your servants will resent it if you do not . . .

* Those with even a small fortune must remember that their duty in life is
to devote themselves to their house and to its business . . . Although a
samurai can draw on the produce of his tenured lands to earn his
livelihood, a merchant must rely on the profit from his business, for
without that profit the money in his bags would soon disappear . . .

* No matter at what meeting you are, if a fierce argument breaks out, leave
at once . . . If people call you a coward for avoiding a fight, tell them that
to violate [this] would be tantamount to breaking an oath.

Adapted from J. Mark Ramseyer, “Thrift and Diligence: House Codes of Tokugawa
Merchant Families,” Monumenta Nipponica, 34 (1979).
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servant. At eighteen, with genpuku ceremonies of maturity, he had moved up
to grade 91, and after three years in that category he was a “regular” (hei).
Having reached a man’s estate, his rank and responsibilities slowly rose; fore-
man (20) at age thirty-one, section head (kumi gashira, 15) at thirty-four, and
manager (shihai, 8) at thirty-seven. He married in 1839 at the age of forty-
three and then moved to the top; deputy treasurer (kanjo myddai, 4th rank)
at forty-seven, and finally first rank at sixty-one, by which time he could make
decisions and held the seal (kahan) for the firm. He held this position of trust
until his death at sixty-nine in 1865, after fifty-six years of service.”

Organizations the size of Mitsui were of course the exception in Tokugawa
Japan; family-run shops remained the norm. The great houses dwarfed other
enterprises by their scale. The typical enterprise was contained within the
bounds of one machi, or block, organization. The machi, like the village, was
normally administered in a collegial fashion by the close integration of its
leading members, who reached decisions on a face-to-face basis. This was
clearly impossible with organizations the size of Mitsui, which stood out in
terms of ground space, resources, and personnel. Their owners were not long-
time residents in the blocks, and were in fact absentee figures. So too with
the large staff of service people, who tended to be drawn from home areas—
in the case of Mitsui, the Yamashiro province around Kyoto. Nevertheless the
rise and fall of these titans of commerce, as of more modest fortunes, was a
fact of life. It also became a favorite topic for popular fiction.

4. Genroku Culture

The Genroku era was the interval between the years 1688 and 1704. It signaled
such decisive changes in Japanese culture that the term is used interchangeably
with Tokugawa popular culture. These were the years in which Kaempfer vis-
ited Edo as part of the Dutch mission. They were also years in which the fifth
shogun, Tsunayoshi, tried to ameliorate social conditions through laws for
the protection of animals, laws that in turn became crushing burdens for the
populace of Tokugawa cities. They were years in which the Edo elite, under
Tsunayoshi’s guidance, deepened its knowledge of Confucianism. For com-
moners there was both hardship in laws that put animal rights above human
rights—and prosperity—reflected in the merchant fortunes and the pleasure
quarters of the great cities—so striking that Genroku became a metaphor for
economic growth centuries later. But it is the outpouring of poetry and prose
and the flowering of wood-block prints and of theater that most typify
the age.

One can begin with the development of haikai (or haiku) poetry, a genre
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that made use of ordinary vocabulary and great brevity. The poet Matsuo
Basho (1644—-1694), born the second son of an impecunious samurai, grew
up on the fringes of the upper class without its benefits or income. Friendship
with one of superior rank helped him for a time; when that ended, he moved
to Edo and took a minor position in the water department. In 1680 he moved
to a modest cottage; a disciple planted an ornamental banana (bashd) tree
outside his door; the house, and then its resident, became named for it, as
he changed his name to Basho. In Basho’s early days there was lively debate
and competition among different schools of poetry. Together with his friends
he relished the challenge of linked-verse (renga) competitions in which two
and three line offerings were pieced together in a somewhat meandering but
meaningful progression. Gradually he settled on the three-line segment, of
five, seven, and five syllables, using it as a single statement. Within this ex-
traordinarily brief compass, the polysyllabic Japanese language could do little
more than sketch a scene and suggest an emotion. It was thus all the more
remarkable to produce, as Basho frequently did, a Zen-like flash of universal
significance in the presence of the daily and the ordinary. Accompanying this
was a striking simplicity of vocabulary and setting. The sound of a frog leaping
into an old pond, the sight of a crow on a naked branch, or summer’s grasses
on a legendary battlefield could provide the setting in which the reader or
listener’s emotions did the rest. Often there was a transference of the senses,
as emotion was reinforced by sight and sound.

In 1684 Basho began a series of five journeys, each of which resulted in a
poetic narrative. For months at a time he wandered through distant parts of
Japan, describing the setting and producing compelling verses telling of his
loneliness and dread or sadness and serenity. He moved on foot and on horse-
back and took no supplies. He accepted no students for pay, something that
was commonly done, though he occasionally sold examples of his calligraphy.
Nevertheless by now his fame preceded him. Everywhere he went he was wel-
comed by leading local residents who outdid themselves to honor their distin-
guished guest. Evenings were usually devoted to the exchange of verses as the
locals did their best to match their more modest skills against Basho’s. One
might have expected this in an urban, middle- or upper-class setting; that it
took place in remote mountain villages tells a great deal about the accomplish-
ments of the local elite and channels of information.

Poetry has always held a central place in Japanese culture, and Basho’s is
of course one chapter in a great tradition. He himself expressed it well in a
famous passage; “one and the same thing runs through the waka of Saigyo,
the renga of Sogi, the paintings of Sessha, the tea ceremony of Rikya. What
is common to all these arts is that they follow nature and make a friend of
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the four seasons. Nothing the artist sees but is flowers, nothing he thinks of
but is the moon. When what a man sees is not flowers, he is no better than
a barbarian. When what he thinks in his heart is not the moon, he belongs to
the same species as the birds and beasts. I say, free yourself from the barbarian,
remove yourself from the birds and beasts; follow nature and return to na-
ture!”® A few decades later the scholar Motoori Norinaga, of whom more
will be said below, stated this commitment to poetry by saying flatly that
people who were not able to convey their feelings through waka were imper-
fect, inferior even to animals. “Even birds and insects” he wrote, “on occasion
chirp songs with a tune of their own. Is it not shameful for man not to be
able to compose a single waka?” And again, “Every man has to have the sense
to appreciate elegance. Without this one will not be able to appreciate mono-
no-aware.”"

Motoori’s term, mono no aware, is at once simple and complex and it has
received attention as the essence of what is at stake. Literally “the awareness
of things,” George Sansom preferred “lacrimae rerum, the pity of things”;
others suggest “the pity of things” or sensitivity to the emotional or evocative
power of things. Nothing evokes this better than the everyday images Basho
endowed with haunting depth. Small wonder, then, that he was idolized by
his contemporaries, honored wherever he traveled, and surrounded by disci-
ples on his deathbed. His life shows how literacy and culture had penetrated
even rural Japan by Genroku days.

In prose writing, a new realism in the description of everyday life can be
considered comparable to the release of poetry from formal standards and
vocabulary. This was a gradual process, and it expanded with Japanese reader-
ship.

Kana zoshi, books published in the Japanese kana phonetic syllabary and
far easier to read than books in Sino-Japanese, began to be published in the
early Tokugawa years. Some old-fashioned romances were even published in
small editions by movable type. But gradually wood-block editions took over
as a medium. At first moral exhortations outnumbered other kinds of books;
the authors tended to be court nobles or physicians, and then impecunious
samurai, some of whom had become Confucian teachers or Buddhist priests.
The most prolific author of kana zoshi was the son of a Buddhist priest who
had been dismissed from his temple. Asai Ryoi (1612?2—1691) lived on his writ-
ings, and has been called Japan’s first professional writer.”” He produced
twenty or more titles, books ranging from treatises on moral guidance to
fiction and travel accounts. His most famous work, Ukiyo monogatari (Tales
of the floating world), was written sometime after 1661. Its title is important
for the shift of meaning attached to ukiyo, the “floating world.” The term had
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been used as a Buddhist synonym for the impermanence and transiency of
the temporal world. Asai now used it to designate instead a “floating world”
with the overtones of “delightful uncertainties of life in a joyous age when
people lived for the moment, merrily bobbing up and down on the tides of
uncertainty like a gourd on the waves.”* Transiency, which had been associ-
ated with sorrow and pain, now became translated to the shifting pleasures
of the up-to-date. This is the meaning that has stuck to the literature and
popular art of the Genroku period and after.

In 1682 Thara Saikaku (1642—1693) published The Life of an Amorous Man,
an account of a young rake who makes the rounds of brothel beauties and
finally sails off to an island populated exclusively by women. The book is
credited with the introduction of a new style of fiction, ukiyo zoshi, or tales
of the floating world. Saikaku was the son of a townsman, but had no interest
in the family trade. For some years he wandered around the country. He
studied poetry and achieved fame for virtuosity that led to astounding feats
of speed and endurance in poetic competitions. But it is his fiction for which
he is known, and his first work is often hailed as opening an entirely new
concept in Japanese fiction. It combined an elegance in vocabulary and style
with themes addressed directly to townsmen of the Genroku era. He wrote
in a terse, enigmatic prose in the colloquial of the day, and his book sold
more than one thousand copies in its first Osaka printing. Saikaku produced
books at almost the same speed that he had produced poetry. He is sometimes
held up as the first truly popular writer of Japanese fiction. He regaled his
readers with accounts of rakes” and harlots’ progress with a cool irony and
detachment supplemented by comic effects by the score. Works that circulated
in such numbers naturally drew the attention of outstanding artists, who pro-
vided the illustrations. Saikaku illustrated the first version of his book himself,
but the Edo edition that appeared shortly afterward was illustrated by Mo-
ronobu (d. 1694), an artist who played a pivotal role in the development of
ukiyo-e prints. Virtuoso printmakers illustrated the ukiyo zoshi, as this genre
became known, and in some cases the text was printed within the borders of
the illustration. There was consequently an intimate relation between word
and image in Genroku culture. Like the prints, Saikaku’s characters are two-
dimensional, remarkable not for depth or development but as line drawings,
pen portraits from the demimonde. Most of them have a single-minded con-
centration on the pleasures of the licensed quarter with its brittle beauty and
transient pleasures. The author himself is never far from the reader’s ear,
interspersing ironic commentary and feigning disapproval of the activities of
his characters. Fiction had now reached the commoners, but it undoubtedly
appealed no less to samurai with time on their hands.



THE DEVELOPMENT OF A MAss CULTURE 179

Saikaku also turned to tales of merchant life. The message of works like
The Japanese Family Storehouse and Some Final Words of Advice is the impor-
tance of money, and the difficulty succeeding generations seem to have in
keeping the resources the founders of family fortunes have accumulated. It
would be possible to take his message as a documentation of the (much more
serious) advice that Mitsui Takafusa offered his successors in “Some Observa-
tions on Merchants.”

The foibles of rich men’s sons made inviting topics for many who came
after Saikaku. Ejima Kiseki (1667-1736), whose lifetime saw the center of the
publishing world begin to shift from the Kyoto-Osaka area to Edo, spent his
career working with, then competing with, and finally cooperating again with
his publisher. His characters, Howard Hibbett writes, “are shaped by satirical
and descriptive tendencies . . . Kiseki was not a portrait-painter: his forte was
the intimate scene, of the kind familiar in ukiyo-e. In his sketches of the float-
ing world, he preferred to group his rakes, actors, courtesans, and ordinary
townsmen in casual tableaux of the sort one finds in the picture-books of [the
printmakers] Moronobu and Sukenobu.”*

An additional measure of the times was the development of the Tokugawa
masters of the wood block. The kana zoshi were usually illustrated, frequently
by men whose names have not come down. In the course of the seventeenth
century an ex-samurai artist, Iwasa Matabei, developed a novel style of paint-
ing, employing elements of both the Tosa and the Kano schools to record the
life of the licensed quarters and also ordinary folk going about their daily
tasks. These became known as ukiyo-e, or pictures of the floating world. Later
artists, among them Moronobu, mentioned above, found a new outlet for
their art in book illustration. Soon a market developed for pictures that could
be hung up for display, like the more dignified hanging scrolls (kakemono),
or pasted to screens; artists were now liberated from the limitations of book
illustration. Broadsheets began to be produced for the urbanites who wanted
decorations for their homes. Scenes depicted could be of many sorts; a striking
print usually attributed to Moronobu, for instance, shows Korean horsemen
(who were part of a 1682 embassy) performing for their ambassadors and
Japanese officials. Wood-block artisans provided decorations for poetry and
classical tales, but their preference (and largest market) was for the denizens
of the licensed quarter and theater. By the latter half of the eighteenth century
they were producing work of an elegance and perfection that has seldom been
equaled and never surpassed.

The ukiyo-e delighted townsmen in Edo days and inspired collectors in
the nineteenth-century West. Impressionist painters were fascinated by their
clarity and color, as were Western art historians—somewhat to the surprise of
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Victorian-era Japanese and Japanese classicists, who had thought them rather
vulgar. Our museums and contemporary tastes permit careful study of these
pictures of Edo types and styles. The best combine magnificent precision of
line and elegant decorative design. The ladies they portray are not full faced,
something the carver could not provide, but minimalist sketches; they return
our stares unblinking and uninvolved. We admire them but do not relate to
them, somewhat the way Saikaku’s readers regarded his characters. We sam-
ple, admire, and often relish the beauty and the exquisite virtuosity of those
whose talents—artist, carver, and printer—brought them to us.

If the merchant’s danger was to lend money to samurai and daimyo, his
son’s proclivity was to spend it on the women of the licensed quarter. These
quarters exerted an extraordinary influence on the popular culture of the Edo
period. Each of the major metropolises had its own: Kyoto the Shimabara,
Osaka its Shinmachi, and Edo its Yoshiwara. In the early years of the period
authorities established them under samurai administration, and they were pa-
trolled carefully to keep samurai, who provided the customers, from resorting
to violence when in their cups. In Kyoto and Osaka, where samurai were few,
order was less of a problem, but in Edo thousands of samurai were away from
their families for months at a time, and they made up the majority of men
frequenting the area. In Edo the bakufu first located the quarter near the
center of the city, but after the Meireki era fire it was moved to the city’s
outskirts. As the city grew those “outskirts” were closer by, and the great
Asakusa temple area of Sensoji became something of a staging area for revelers
bent on an outing of pleasure and dissipation.

Houses in the quarter varied immensely in splendor and cost; teahouses,
drinking spots, and restaurants were nearby. The women involved also dif-
fered sharply in quality, ranging from country girls who were sold into a life
of degradation by villagers desperate for survival to magnificently costumed
and educated beauties who could be selective with their favors. Japan’s was
a hierarchical society, and there were formal rankings of women in the quar-
ter; four in Kyoto, where they totaled 308, five in Osaka, where there were
760, and seven in Edo, where the same survey (of about the year 1700) gave
the figure of 1,750.” Even these totals, however, cannot begin to suggest the
total numbers involved in the many minor akusho, “bad places,” to be found
in the metropolis.

At the highest rank was the tayi, trained from childhood by her proprietor
in deportment, dignity, and elegance, and usually accompanied by younger
and lower-ranking girls who seemed virtually her retainers. Her favors were
reserved for the great and the wealthy, and Saikaku and his followers chroni-
cled disasters of finance as great merchants engaged in rivalries of conspicuous
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ostentation in which these women played a central role. Few samurai could
afford to compete with the great merchants. Famous (and expensive) beauties
were the cynosure of printmakers’ attention. In the gorgeous sweep of women
shown by Kiyonaga and printmakers of the Kaigetsudo school we sense the
haughty self-possession of these “daimyo” among courtesans. Other print-
makers, and writers of rating (hyobanki) and guidebooks, give some idea of
the ideals of female beauty that suffused commoner and samurai society.

Confucian morality frowned on dissipation and particularly on unregu-
lated “bad places,” but Tokugawa society overall attached little moral oppro-
brium to this trade. For farm girls submission to parental authority and need
could make self-sacrifice an act of virtue, while for those more fortunately
placed work as entertainers might provide the opportunity for eventual “inde-
pendence” in a managerial role or placement with a patron-master. It was a
male society, and although in the countryside and merchant quarters com-
moner family structure was not as firmly male-dominated as it was within
the military caste, in which the eldest son inherited his samurai rank and
income, in the cities the samurai code set the norm of social expectations for
many nonsamurai. The tradesman’s wife might be essential to his enterprise
and even in the effective control of its finances, but social standards of respect-
ability required at least formal adherence to the primacy of the husband. Mar-
riage was arranged. Public displays of affection with intended or present mar-
riage partners were improper, but male resort to the licensed quarter might
reflect taste and discernment. Attachment, however, could lead to disaster.

In Genroku theater one finds these relationships displayed most clearly,
and domestic dramas provide some of the best insights into the web of obliga-
tions that bound Japanese in all walks of life. Allowance has to be made for the
exaggeration that makes for melodrama, but the plays nevertheless constitute
invaluable materials for social history. Genroku kabuki theater had its origin
in the dances of a woman named Okuni in the first years after Sekigahara.
The root meaning of kabuki referred to wild or deviant behavior; it was, after
all, attached to uncontrollable gangs of kabukimono, young blades who saun-
tered around the streets of Kyoto with outrageous clothes and very long
swords. Okuni’s dances mimed the part of a young man visiting a brothel
and caused a sensation. She is supposed to have gone on to Edo to perform
at the castle there in 1607. Soon brothel owners were setting up stages on the
banks of the Kamo River in Kyoto for performances designed to draw custom-
ers to their houses. For a time even fayii, the stars of the quarters, appeared
on stage.

As dances grew in popularity the performances became marred by samurai
brawls, often with serious consequences. As a result the bakufu banned
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women from the stage and ordered them confined to their quarters in the
licensed section. Next came troupes of young boys in their stead. Homosexu-
ality was prevalent among samurai during the wars, as it was among Buddhist
priests, and before long samurai were no less rambunctious at stage perfor-
mances, fighting over the youths. The shogun Iemitsu invited command per-
formances of kabuki particularly toward the end of his life, but after his death
in 1651 the bakufu banned all kabuki for a time. It also, less successfully, for-
bade homosexuality among samurai.

The notion of male entertainers was not limited to the stage. In Genroku
times male specialists in dancing, music, and repartee were common, and it
was only in the mid-eighteenth century that women who were trained in these
arts, tutored from an early age and organized by house, became known as
geisha, persons of talent. There were initially several terms denoting such en-
tertainers, but the term “geisha” seems to have become standard in both Kyoto
and Edo after the 1750s. Geisha were prepared for their craft through years
of apprenticeship and drill in singing, dancing, poetry, witty conversation,
and party games. These were in a sense upper-class accomplishments, and
women so prepared commanded skills that could equip them for many years
of service and, frequently, liaison with clients or patrons. In practice a host,
planning an evening of entertainment, would make reservations for space,
food, drink, and entertainment with one of the many meeting houses that
were to be found in pleasure quarters like Gion in Kyoto or Akasaka in Edo.
These handsome houses in turn sent out to specialist restaurants for food and
drink and summoned the entertainers. This would be an expensive evening,
for after the party the host was expected to leave a generous gratuity in addi-
tion to payment. Geisha charges became calibrated in terms of sticks of in-
cense, which burned about four to one hour. The system thus became highly
structured, and employers and teachers set and maintained high standards of
achievement. Late-eighteenth-century masters of the color print delighted in
portraying these entertainers. By then women had come to play a central role
in entertainment, spicing evenings of food and drink with their clever rep-
artee.”

The Genroku stage, however, became and would remain a male world.
When kabuki reappeared all roles were played by men. Specialists in women’s
roles were required to shave the front part of their head in samurai fashion
in hopes of making them less sexually desirable, but printmakers showed this
did not succeed either. Guidebooks with rankings of actors were closely mod-
eled on those for courtesans. By the 1680s actors were graded in three to six
ranks according to skill. Now came plays adapted from military tales, puppet
drama, and the classic N6 drama of an earlier day. By Genroku times a few
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actors of superior ability transformed kabuki and produced stage dramas that
captivated samurai and commoners alike.

Actor worship came to dominate the people. Kabuki itself became domi-
nated by actors, and stories of their extravagance, ostentation, and scandals
became the stuff of daily talk and print. Scripts were sketched out and left
for the actor to define. Stage preferences varied from the warrior’s excesses,
(aragoto, “tough stuft”) to the sentimental (nurigoto, “wet stuff”) more popu-
lar in the nonsamurai world of Kyoto and Osaka. In a search for personal
satisfaction authors increasingly turned to the puppet (joruri) theater, where
fidelity to the script could be expected. Now it was the chanter, strumming
his samisen (which had been imported from Okinawa) in cadence with the
sonority of the prose and intensity of the action, who became the star. Authors
wrote with a particular chanter’s strengths in mind, somewhat in the way a
nineteenth-century Italian composer might write for a particular soprano.
More and more kabuki themes were drawn from the puppet theater. These
in turn ranged between jidaimono, or historical dramas, and sewamono, or
domestic dramas.

In Genroku days it was Chikamatsu Monzaemon (1653—1724) who brought
the Tokugawa theater to its full potential. His domestic dramas document the
claims of obligation (giri) that warred against human emotions (ninjo) in the
lives of ordinary people. Not that there was a simple polarity between them,
for giri to one person or claim could conflict with that to another. The mer-
chant had an obligation to meet his business agreements, but he faced other
obligations as well. The dramatists’ skill was to show how difficult it could
be to live in conformity with moral principles and traditions as they were
defined by social expectations. The structure of obligations in social relations
was so comprehensive that it served as the basis for the ethical code, rather
than an abstract concept of good and evil. Giri, in its broadest sense, could
encompass the total social environment of the individual.” Escape from di-
lemmas this might create was usually possible only through flight, from soci-
ety, or from life, through suicide. For a merchant trapped in a hopeless love
with a young woman from the brothel, an attachment that made him neglect
bonds of family and creditors, a double suicide, or shinjii, with his love might
constitute a “happy” ending in the hope that the two would be reborn together
in paradise. The tension in the plays was thus the pull of obligations, often
themselves in conflict, and of love. In the process Chikamatsu’s characters
usually seem to lack individuality; they struggle hopelessly with their bonds
in the web of society, with no more chance of escape than that of a moth in
a spider web.

Chikamatsu’s characters—one hesitates to call them heroes—try mightily



184 THE MAKING OF MODERN JAPAN

to keep their names unsullied in the eyes of society, and their wives are no
less anxious to protect their mates from the consequences of errors of their
ways. Giri to their husbands can impel them to heroic acts of sacrifice. An
Osan pawns her wedding clothes to cover up her husband’s prodigality at the
licensed quarter, hiding even from her parents, whose loan made it possible
for her husband to start his shop in the first place, the fact that they are in
trouble. The husband, in turn, desperately unhappy but unable to break his
attachment to his illicit love, sees his reputation, family, and living disappear
before his eyes. Nor is the prostitute less miserable; her guilt is compounded
by compassion for the wife, to whom she has an obligation as a fellow woman,
and remorse for her parents, from whom restitution will be required of the
sum they first received from the brothel owner or his contractor. It is in every
sense a no-win situation; double suicide may offer one, albeit poor, solution
for the principals, but everybody else will suffer.*

The alternative, one might think, might be a conscious act of will and
remorse on the part of the shopkeeper husband. Instead Chikamatsu’s male
characters, aware of the impossibility of living up to the most fundamental
giri and maintaining a fair name in society, yield to ninjo, human emotions.
More often than not the men seem spineless and weak, in contrast to the sure
compass with which women live out their obligations. One is struck by the
fact that in this male society it was so often the women who proved stronger.
Perhaps self-sacrifice built character. Tokugawa society made severe and total
claims on Japanese. Even in the moment of supreme truth when lovers pre-
pared a double suicide, society was present in their consciousness of what
people would say and think, and what the morning broadsheets that an-
nounced this latest scandal would have to say about them.

Double suicides for love were a new phenomenon in Japan, and they be-
came common only after the 1660s. The bakufu issued decrees threatening
punishment for survivors in 1712 and declared it illegal to discuss them in
novels or plays, but these orders were never effectively enforced. There was
published, in fact, a Shinjii 0kagami, or Great Mirror of Love Suicide, that listed
seventeen such; in these the males included one ronin, one peasant, seven
artisans and eight merchants. Townsmen were avid for news of such affairs
and Chikamatsu was often prompt with a stage version. In the case of Sonezaki
shinjii in 1703, the suicide took place on the thirteenth of the fourth month and
was made public the next day. Chikamatsu’s play was on the boards within a
few months. He often exercised considerable license in altering the facts for
dramatic effect, but it is clear that he was closely responsive to the social events
of his day.”

Chikamatsu’s domestic dramas probably exaggerated the impact of social
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restraints on civil society. Kabuki historical pieces, in contrast, had the effect
of diffusing and glorifying warrior ideals among the commoners by describing
superhuman deeds of loyalty and courage. This is famously shown by the story
of the forty-seven ronin, “The Treasury of Loyal Retainers” (Chiishingura).” Tt
is based on historical fact. In 1701 the young daimyo of Ako, a small (35,000
koku) domain near Hiroshima, was being instructed by Kira Yoshinaka, a
bakufu official, in etiquette appropriate to the reception of an envoy from the
imperial court. Kira had apparently considered Asano’s gift too insignificant,
and humiliated and insulted him. Infuriated, the young daimyo drew his
sword and wounded Kira slightly before he was restrained. The shogun Tsu-
nayoshi, enraged that anyone should dare to draw a weapon on one of his
officials within the precincts of the Chiyoda Castle, ordered Asano to commit
seppuku, terminated his lineage, and transferred the domain to someone else.
Asano’s faithful samurai, now ronin and without prospects for the future,
resolved to take revenge on Kira. To throw him off guard they pretended to
have lost all sense of honor; they led lives of dissipation in the licensed quarter
and ignored their families. When the opportunity came on a snowy night in
the last month of the last year of Genroku, they encircled Kira’s mansion,
broke through his guard, took his head, and marched off to their lord’s tomb
in the Sengakuji Temple with it. After that they turned themselves in to the
authorities for punishment.

This spectacular demonstration of feudal loyalty came at a time when
urban and commercial interests seemed to be replacing the stern code of the
warrior. All Japan was moved. Traditionalists, who had been deploring the
decline in feudal values, were divided as to a proper punishment. The bakufu
consulted leading Confucian moralists for their opinions. The ronin had
clearly broken the law, spectacularly so; even vendettas were supposed to be
announced and registered. They had murdered a shogunal official. Should
they be punished, and how? On the other hand they had given a demonstra-
tion of purest self-sacrifice for an age that lacked these qualities. Should they
be praised, and how? A Solomonic solution was worked out: they would die,
but not at the hands of an executioner but as honorable samurai, through
seppuku. In death their tombs were arranged around their lord’s in the
grounds of the Sengakuji.

Dramatists were soon at work with versions of this story. Contemporary
events were off-limits, however; an initial attempt which placed matters in
the eighth century was transparently topical and banned; its text has not sur-
vived. In 1706 Chikamatsu had a try at it with a play in which he carefully
assigned roles to fourteenth-century figures. This survived, and provided the
backbone for a far greater piece done by later dramatists in 1748. It immedi-
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ately became the most popular item on the puppet and kabuki stage. It is
traditionally staged on the day of the ronin attack on Kira’s mansion, a day
when many also visit the Sengakuji to place incense on the retainers’ tombs.
There have been numerous modern versions for film and television.

The tale thus became a textbook summary of martial virtues. The ronin
are paragons of loyalty determined to avenge their lord. They are also totally
obedient to his chief retainer, who is in charge of the vendetta. They are self-
less and make themselves family-less through their neglect of ordinary domes-
tic considerations. Their families and merchant associates, however, far from
resenting this, sense what is at stake, beg to be of help, and esteem them for
their virtue. Another and essential appeal of the tale is not necessarily warrior-
centered at all: the beauty of each character’s fidelity to the larger group of
which he is a part. This determined demolition of self in the interest of com-
munity spoke to readers and viewers of any persuasion and calling, and it has
continued to do so.

Genroku culture, then, marked the point at which a new and larger na-
tional cultural awareness was beginning to form. Large-scale literacy provided
a market for floods of printed books and wood prints. Page and stage made
it possible for commoners to empathize with samurai brought low, and samu-
rai to understand something of commoner distress as well. In addition, cur-
rents of commercialism made it possible for some samurai and many mer-
chants to compete in consumption on almost equal terms.



EDUCATION, THOUGHT,
AND RELIGION

[

The eighteenth century in Japan brought little political change.
The country was at peace; the large-scale transfers of land car-
ried out by the first five shoguns came to an end, and bakufu
and domains consolidated and structured their administrative
machinery. Vassals lost the opportunity to win reward through
valor in war, and resigned themselves to the status and honor
their forebears had earned for them; ritual and precedent took
priority over courage and initiative, while performance in ad-
ministrative position—or personal favoritism—provided the
only avenue to recognition and reward. The samurai now had
need of different skills, and many had difficulty squaring those
new requirements with their sense of identity as members of a
military caste.

For commoners the growth of urban concentrations and
the rise of commercial farming brought new opportunities and
challenges that also called for skills acquired by literacy. When
the Tokugawa years began, relatively few Japanese, even among
the samurai, had been literate. By the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury this had changed radically. Outwardly Japanese society
seemed unchanged, but in fact it had been transformed. The
fruits of an intellectual renaissance had penetrated downward
through society. A new civic religion bound society together in
patterns of values and belief; a nation was emerging from the
groupings of earlier days.

1. Education

Before the Tokugawa years members of the aristocracy, the
Buddhist priesthood, and the upper reaches of the warrior class
had access to private tutors, but most Japanese did not. Early
rulers made little effort to change this, but by the Genroku pe-
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riod Tsunayoshi, the fifth shogun, styled himself a Confucian sage and Bud-
dhist ruler and did everything he could, by precept and example, to encourage
learning as the central element of the arts of peace.

A quarter century later the eighth shogun, Yoshimune, who was deter-
mined to restore the spirit and attitudes of the samurai class, also realized the
importance of education. The nativist scholar Kada no Azumamaro, who will
be discussed below, petitioned successfully to establish a school for Japanese
studies. A group of merchants petitioned for shogunal support of an academy
in Osaka. The Kaitokudo, which developed as a result, became a powerful
source for rational analyses of problems of political economy.!

A third period of concern with education came at the end of the century
in the Kansei era (1789—1801), when a reform administration reorganized the
bakufu school, ruled out contrary or possibly subversive teachings, and cam-
paigned extensively for the selection of men of ability in important offices
instead of accepting the incumbency of well-born incompetents.

Education efforts began with attention to the samurai. Domain, or han,
schools usually restricted entrance to the sons of the ruling class. They were
for the most part a development of the eighteenth century, and they grew
rapidly in number. Forty were established before 1750, 48 between 1751 and
1788, 78 between 1789 and 1829, and 56 between 1830 and 1867. In most schools
leadership was in the hands of Confucian scholars. About 60 schools had
Confucian shrines on the grounds and carried out regular services dedicated
to Confucius, designed to impress students with the importance of learning,
on the half-yearly observance of the equinox. Administrative control was usu-
ally provided by a senior retainer, who might or might not be a scholar him-
self. Instruction was seldom stimulating, and concentrated on learning to read
Chinese texts; the purpose was simply to construe the text by “reading it off”
in a clumsy mixture of Chinese and Japanese. There was a heavy weight of
ceremonial and formal bureaucratic regulation, all designed to heighten the
student’s sense of the seriousness of learning. The teachers have been de-
scribed as “retailers of packaged knowledge, not participants in a developing
branch of inquiry, and one could hardly expect them to convey a sense of
intellectual excitement.”” Students took their seats strictly in order of age se-
niority, regardless of rank, and older students tutored those who were
younger. In some respects these samurai schools showed a curious ambiva-
lence toward book learning, for the military calling took precedence. Teachers
were not of very high rank, and instruction in the military arts was usually
rated more highly than that in book learning.

Private academies (shijuku) also proliferated.” Most were the creation of
an individual, often a rather charismatic scholar who inspired his young stu-
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dents with ideals of perseverance and managed to instill a sense of discipleship
and loyalty. Popular fiction, then and later, was full of examples of influential
figures of this sort: beloved, often eccentric, and invariably demanding of their
young charges." Private academies might specialize in one or another of the
several schools of learning that are detailed below.

Last but not at all least were commoner schools that are usually grouped
together as “parish” or “temple” schools (terakoya) and village (goko) schools.
The former were by no means Buddhist in sponsorship or staffing, though
they sometimes met in village temples; indeed it seems probable that the iden-
tification with “temple” came after the Meiji government, anxious to replace
them with its own network of schools, saw the term as pejorative. These com-
moner schools did not concentrate on the Chinese classics that were the stuff
of the samurai schools, but concerned themselves with practical skills at the
same time that they inculcated simple morality.

Some Terakoya Precepts

* To be born human and not be able to write is to be less than human.
Iliteracy is a form of blindness. It brings shame on your teacher, shame
on your parents and shame on yourself. The heart of a child of three stays
with him till he is a hundred as the proverb says. Determine to succeed,
study with all your might, never forgetting the shame of failure.

* At your desks let there be no useless idle talk, or yawning or stretching, or
dozing and picking your nose, or chewing paper, or biting the end of your
brush. To imitate the idle is the road to evil habits . . .

* One who treats his brushes or his paper without due respect will never
progress. The boy who uses carefully even the oldest, most worn-out brush
is the one who will succeed. Treat your brushes carefully.

* Luxurious habits begin with the palate; eat what you are given without
fads and complaints. Any child who buys food in secret is guilty of
unworthy conduct and can expect to be expelled.

* Keep seven feet behind your teacher and never tread on his shadow, as the
saying goes. Every letter you know you owe to him. Never answer back to
your parents or your teacher. Observe carefully their admonitions and seek
their instruction that you may walk ever more firmly in the Way of Man.

From R. P. Dore, Education in Tokugawa Japan (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1965), pp. 323f.
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Changes in Japanese society made education important for commoners.
The complexity of merchant management and the responsibilities that vil-
lage leaders carried produced the rise in literacy and publishing that has
already been discussed. Private academies, commoner schools, and village
schools came in response to those needs. By the early decades of the nine-
teenth century Japan had become one of the most highly literate countries
among agricultural societies. It is not possible to quantify this with mean-
ingful figures. In early modern England, for instance, the criterion of liter-
acy usually used by scholars is the ability to sign one’s name, an act that
assumes further acquaintance with the entire range of alphabetic symbols.
In the case of Japan, however, “signing” has been done by the use of a small
name stamp. It is not possible to use the criterion developed in England,
for the nature of the Japanese writing system rules it out. A “name” usually
consists of two or three Chinese characters, and few who tried can have
been so dull as to be unable to give evidence of so small an accomplish-
ment. In any case, surnames among commoners did not become universal
in Japan until the reforms of the Meiji (1868—1912) period. R. P. Dore’s land-
mark study instead uses estimates of student numbers and extrapolates
them against the entire population. He estimates that by the end of the Toku-
gawa period some 40 percent of boys and 10 percent of girls were receiv-
ing some sort of education outside the home. On that basis, it is probable
that Japan was behind only two or three Western countries, and well ahead
of all other countries, in the percentage of its people with access to educa-
tion and literacy. It is to be noted, moreover, that, as the chart indicates,

Numbers of Schools by Date of Establishment

Year Shijuku Terakoya Goko Han schools
pre-1750 19 47 1 40
1751—1788 38 47 11 40
1789—1829 207 1,286 42 78
1830-1867 796 8,675 48 56
Totals 1,076 10,202 18 225

Source: Richard Rubinger, Private Academies (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1982), p. 5.




EpucaTioN, THOUGHT, AND RELIGION 191

the figures and percentages were steadily on the increase as the period went
along.

2. The Diffusion of Confucianism

The political scientist Maruyama Masao once characterized Confucianism as
“a set of categories through which people saw their world.” In Tokugawa
times those categories began with loyalty. They went on to include filiality,
obligation, duty, harmony, and diligence. These values were not, of course,
exclusively Confucian—few civilizations think poorly of those qualities—but
for Japanese they were phrased in Confucian terms and examples. They spoke
in terms of the “five relationships” (ruler-subject, father-son, husband-wife,
elder-younger, and friend-friend) and struggled for a “rectification of names”
that would enable the individual to live up to the responsibilities that accom-
panied the realization of his position in this structure of relationships. “Self-
cultivation” was essential to the moral life, and the key to social order and
harmony.

These teachings were imbedded in the Confucian classics and reinforced
by primers of moral guidance that came flooding from the printing press. As
they made rulers better rulers and the ruled easier to rule, they undergirded
the authority structure of society and had the full support of Tokugawa ad-
ministrators. Even so, it was not an exclusively one-way process, for there was
also assumed a basic reciprocity involved. Some have even described this as
a “covenant.” The moral posture of those above, shown in “benevolence,”
would evoke an obligation (on) from those below; but in turn the respectful
cooperation of the ruled imposed the obligation to be just on those above.
The network of relationships that resulted extended throughout society and
included ruler and ruled, master and servant, landlord and tenant, and of
course lord and vassal. There were obligations on both sides.

Teachings of this sort were basically this-worldly and rational. They did
not require, and did not receive, sanctions or rewards of supernatural forces
for their implementation. Yet there was also a spiritual cultivation involved.
Self-cultivation and the search for morality, like that for Buddhahood or for
Zen illumination, struck a responsive chord in Japanese tradition and ex-
pressed a truth that was common to the Buddhist and Shinto traditions as
well as to Confucianism.

Confucian thought had entered Japan much earlier as part of the stream
of Chinese influence that included Buddhism. One of the first documents,
the seventh-century “Constitution” of Prince Shotoku, contains a mixture of
both teachings, and is in fact almost a dialogue between them. Learning for
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court aristocrats was based on Confucian texts at the same time the Buddhist
world view dominated the court. During the medieval centuries learning had
survived chiefly in monastic establishments, and it was Buddhist scholars who
preserved the Confucian tradition. Then and later Buddhist pilgrims to China
brought back the Sung scholarship of the twelfth-century Confucian scholar
Chu Hsi. Chu Hsi, a contemporary of St. Thomas Aquinas in the West, had
encased Confucian teachings in Taoist and Buddhist metaphysics to found a
powerful synthesis. Moral principles were now described as the reflection of
higher, universal principles that led up to the “Supreme Ultimate” of a cosmic
metaphysics. New emphasis was placed on the “investigation of things,” for
study of the particular could lead the seeker to comprehend universal princi-
ples. By extension, this could also be extended to the principles of the author-
ity structure; self-cultivation, requisite to sincerity, would best equip ruler and
subject alike to fulfill their proper relationships. Adherence to them produced
harmony between the individual and the cosmos. It was a demanding search,
and Neo-Confucianism sometimes developed a religious and confessional di-
mension in the search for and attainment of truth. For many the encounter
with the writings of Chu Hsi marked a pivotal point in personal development
that approached Zen enlightenment.

Sung dynasty Confucianism provided a powerful synthesis and ideology
for early modern China and Korea. In China the civil service examinations
offered social and political reward for demonstrated talent, and the writings
of the Sung scholars became official truth. In Korea too, although admission
to the examinations was increasingly limited to the special social ranks of so-
called yangban, similar sanctions and rewards obtained. It is significant that
the writings of the Korean scholar Yi T’oegye became known and influential
in Japan in the wake of the cultural treasures brought from the continent by
Hideyoshi’s generals after his invasions of Korea.

Japan, with its restrictions of a fixed status system and assumptions of the
priority of heredity, could not have been expected to conform to this Confu-
cian ideal, nor did it. Nevertheless, after the Sengoku wars came to an end
the Tokugawa peace provided a setting conducive to the support that elements
of this scholarship provided for the authority structure. But it made its first
appearance in Buddhist dress, and it required time to give Confucian teachings
a role independent of monastic establishments. Hayashi Razan (1583-1657),
progenitor of a line of Confucian scholars who served “by appointment” (goyd
gakusha) to the shoguns, was ordered by Ieyasu to take the Buddhist tonsure,
but his successors succeeded in placing some distance between themselves and
institutional Buddhism. Indeed, it was said in praise of Nakae Toju (1608—
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1648) that his filial piety was so strong that he read Buddhist sutras which he
personally deplored to his ailing mother.

At the upper reaches of warrior society “Confucianists” (jusha) became
part of the elite establishment as advisers and educators. In 1630 a school for
samurai was established in Edo with the Hayashi family as rectors. Daimyo
followed shogunal policy, and by the mid-seventeenth century Confucian ad-
visers were to be found at most castle towns.

Jusha were usually men of modest and even low status. The list of Chu
Hsi specialists includes a smattering of commoners, a good many doctors,
and more sons of jusha, but the majority were samurai of modest rank. They
were able, but also rather marginal men in warrior society, and their advocacy
of the importance of scholarship and rule by ability must often have reflected
personal frustration as well as intellectual conviction.”

As adviser to the daimyo the Confucian teacher felt himself responsible
for grounding him in classical learning as a way of developing his moral, and
hence political, potential. By the second century of Tokugawa rule, shoguns
and daimyo were more symbols than figures of authority, and they were
trained very much the way modern Japanese emperors have been. They devel-
oped a stoic patience to show their respect for the classics and for learning.
Arai Hakuseki (1657—1725) wrote that he lectured to his lord 1,299 times in
nineteen years and praised both his demeanor and his endurance. To show
respect for the classics that Arai was expounding, the future shogun Ienobu
sat motionless despite the cold of winter and the mosquitoes of summer.°®
Some daimyo became such splendid representatives of Confucian principles
that they became lauded by scholars as “sage rulers” (meikun). Tokugawa
Mitsukuni (1628-1700), lord of Mito, established Confucian temples and
transferred to them the duty of personal registration normally carried out by
Buddhist temples. He gave shelter to a refugee Ming dynasty loyalist scholar
and installed him as the central figure in a long-term project for the compila-
tion of a massive “dynastic history” that followed Chinese models, the History
of Great Japan (Dai Nihonshi). Its emphasis was on imperial loyalty, and the
sponsors prudently stopped their account short of the Tokugawa rise. Ikeda
Mitsumasa (1609—1682), daimyo of Okayama, weakened Buddhism by dis-
establishing half of the temples in his domain and ordered people to register
with Shinto shrines instead of Buddhist temples. He set stern standards for
himself, announcing that “the ruler must regard his own filial behavior as the
most important thing . . . [he] treats samurai and farmers with benevolent
love, and causes the country to prosper . .. The truly learned man . . . cultivates
himself before trying to rule others.” Mitsumasa followed Chinese Confucian
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example by honoring outstanding instances of filial piety; in a three-year
period he issued official commendations to 1,684 people of all classes for
praiseworthy demonstrations of filiality, loyalty, truthfulness, and exemplary
service.” In cases like these, daimyo acted almost as propagandist for Confu-
cianism, somewhat in the pattern of Ming magistrates and Korean yangban.
Still, although many established Confucian rites and temples, most remained
within the patterns of sectarian Buddhism.

The shogun Tsunayoshi’s enthusiasm for Chinese studies, especially those
of the Book of Changes, has already been noted. It was natural for him to
consult Confucian scholars when the problem of the proper response to the
emergency created by the case of the forty-seven ronin came up. Some sternly
argued the need to punish the assault on a bakufu official as rebellion, while
others argued that the extraordinary loyalty displayed by the ronin could serve
as justification for something short of dishonorable execution. The solution,
it will be recalled, was honorable self-immolation. Arguments from Chinese
precedents were often compelling, but selecting and applying them in complex
circumstances was not a simple matter. Arai Hakuseki provides a case in point.

Arai Hakuseki was called in for his advice in a case in which a wife reported
her husband missing. On investigation it proved that he had been mur-
dered by her father. This proved a problem in filial behavior: had she, by
a report that ultimately brought judgment on her father, violated the tenets
of filial piety? The Hayashi family head held that she should be executed,
arguing from the Lii Shu that those who informed about their parents’
crimes deserved death. He cited a passage in which “Chi Chung of Cheng
asked her mother, ‘Which is dearer, father or husband?’ and had been
answered, ‘Any man can be the husband; only one man can be the father.””

Not so, argued Arai; the woman was a victim of circumstances, and
had not realized that her father and brother had killed her husband; this
was very different from informing against them. He argued that “There
is absolutely no reason to put this woman to death. If, on the day that
her father’s and brother’s crime in murdering her husband was revealed,
she had killed herself at once, she would have been faithful to her husband,
filial to her father, and sisterly to her elder brother. We would have had
to say that she had shown great virtue in a case which was an extreme
example of abnormal morality.” But perfection, alas, eludes us all, and
Arai’s more “reasonable” counterproposal carried the day: “If it is privately
suggested to her that she should become a nun for the sake of her father
and husband, and if we send her to a convent, have her take the tonsure,
and offer the property of both her father and husband to the temple, we
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will be saving her from the danger of destitution and protecting both the
»g

law of the country and women’s chastity.

The jusha were an interesting and important group. They took themselves
very seriously as the carriers of scholarly morality. They carried out literary
projects for their daimyo and compiled genealogies, codes of law, and admin-
istrative precedent. Many studied and classified local flora, something highly
appropriate to the “investigation of things.” Not a few left personal accounts
of their accomplishments. It is natural that their activities, scholarly and edu-
cational background, and personal records have received a great deal of study.
Nevertheless, despite all this it is important to remember that they were never
part of the real power structure they served.

3. Scholars and Scholarship

Tokugawa Confucianism developed in a setting of eclectic variety and profited
from the efforts of extremely able and independent specialists. Because they
were not tied to the power structure of any particular band of retainers, they
could profit from the ability to seek guidance from several sources and re-
spond to offers from other domains. Collectively, they struggled with a sense
of crisis and frustration. The crisis was the result of the disjunction between
the ideals of an earlier, no doubt imagined, past that had known a direct
correspondence between morality and action, and the far more complex soci-
ety of ritual and status of which they became a part. Commercialism seemed
to be shredding the values of frugality and simplicity they espoused, and do-
main and bakufu government were simultaneously at war with, and depen-
dent upon, the rising power of merchants and tradesmen. The scholars’ frus-
tration derived from the awareness that they were marginal to the decision
centers of warrior society and often irrelevant to the concerns of the ruling
figures. Despite this, or perhaps because of it, Tokugawa Confucian scholars
made distinguished contributions to the wisdom they inherited and ended by
changing the discourse of politics and policy so drastically that their achieve-
ments deserve to be considered a Japanese intellectual renaissance. Space does
not permit extended treatment of the vitality of that setting, but its principal
features and figures require mention.

Yamazaki Ansai (1618—1682) was born the son of a ronin, and spent some
years as a novice in several Buddhist temples. Beginning in Kyoto, he moved
on to Tosa, where he encountered Sung scholarship as taught by that domain’s
line of Confucianists, before opening his own school in Kyoto. Later he moved
once more to Edo. There he encountered powerful influence from a school
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of Shinto studies, and he spent the rest of his life advocating and teaching a
blend of Confucianism and Shinto that was very much his own. Nationalist
urges, one might suggest, had come to temper his fervor for imported thought.
Perhaps seeing himself as a Japanese Chu Hsi, he wrote an “Elementary Learn-
ing for Japan” (Yamato shogaku) for a daimyo. In this he based himself on
an earlier text of loyalism and imperial history. He went on to work Japan
into the cosmological charts of Sung scholarship, and devised elaborate proofs
for the superiority of ancient Japan.’ During his years of activity Ansai is cred-
ited with having had some six thousand students; his advocacy of the unity
of Confucianism and Shinto helped spark the revival of studies of ancient
Japan.

Once Yamazaki Ansai asked his students a question: “In case China came
to attack our country, with Confucius as general and Mencius as lieuten-
ant-general at the head of hundreds of thousands of horses, what do you
think we students of Confucius and Mencius ought to do? The students
were unable to offer an answer. “We don’t know what we should do,”
they said, “so please let us know what you think about it.” “Should that
eventuality arise,” he replied, “I would put on armor and take up a spear
to fight and capture them alive in the service of my country. That is what
Confucius and Mencius teach us to do.”

Later his disciple met [the Sinophile] Itdo Togai and told him about
it, adding that his teacher’s understanding of Confucius and Mencius was
hard to surpass. Togai, however, told him smilingly not to worry about
the invasion of our country by Confucius and Mencius. “I guarantee that
it will never happen.”

Kaibara Ekken (1630—1714) sprang from distinguished samurai vassals of
important daimyo, but this did not keep him from experiencing during his
life the sort of ups and downs of official favor that characterized the lives of
many Tokugawa samurai. His father was trained as a doctor. The son began
to follow in that path, but moved successively from Buddhism to Chu Hsi
Confucianism. As a member of the retainer band of Fukuoka he had duty
opportunities in Nagasaki (where Fukuoka alternated with Saga in defense
responsibilities), in Edo on sankin-kotai duty, and in Kyoto, where he was
sent for seven years of study as a domain-sponsored scholar. By the time of
his maturity he had known a period of drift as a ronin in addition to the
opportunity to experience the widest variety of educational breadth that was
available in seventeenth-century Japan. Ekken became and remained an or-
thodox adherent of Chu Hsi scholarship, and his medical training and per-
sonal predilection invested his “investigation of things” with great rigor. Medi-
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cal studies led to concerns with herbal remedies and botany as well as the
compilation of what became a classic study of the flora and fauna of the Fuku-
oka domain. Ekken was also known for studies of local history and topogra-
phy, essays on farming, travelogues, and genealogies of the (Kuroda) Fukuoka
daimyo house. In addition, of course, he lectured and taught and established
so sound a reputation that the German physician Philipp Franz von Siebold,
who served at the Dutch station in the early nineteenth century, hailed him
as the “Aristotle of Japan.”!! Like every good Confucian scholar Ekken was a
moralist as well, and author of influential books of precepts that became stan-
dard texts for filial piety. A discourse on the education of women that is cred-
ited to him remained influential into the nineteenth century. Though designed
as guidance for upper-status daughters, Onna daigaku (The great learning for
women) prescribed so drastic a bondage to the family system that it has caused
its author’s name to be execrated by twentieth-century feminists.

Seeing that it is a girl’s destiny, on reaching womanhood, to go to a new
home, and live in submission to her father-in-law and mother-in-law, it
is even more incumbent upon her than it is on a boy to receive with all
reverence her parents’ instructions. Should her parents, through excess of
tenderness, allow her to grow up self-willed, she will infallibly show herself
capricious in her husband’s house, and thus alienate his affection, while,
if her father-in-law be a man of correct principles, the girl will find the
yoke of these principles intolerable . . .

More precious in a woman is a virtuous heart than a face of beauty
... The only qualities that befit a woman are gentle obedience, chastity,
mercy, and quietness . . . From her earliest youth, a girl should observe
the line of demarcation separating women from men; and never, even for
an instant, should she be allowed to see or hear the slightest impropriety
... Even at the peril of her life, must she harden her heart like rock or
metal, and observe the rules of propriety . .. A woman has no particular
lord. She must look to her husband as her lord, and must serve him with
all worship and reverence, not despising or thinking lightly of him. The
great life-long duty of a woman is obedience. In her dealings with her
husband, both the expression of her countenance and the style of her ad-
dress should be courteous, humble and conciliatory, never peevish and
intractable, never rude and arrogant . . . Let her never dream of jealousy.
If her husband is dissolute, she must expostulate with him, but never either
nurse or vent her anger. If her jealousy be extreme, it will render her coun-
tenance frightful and her accents repulsive, and can only result in com-
pletely alienating her husband . . .
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The five worst maladies that afflict the female mind are: indocility,
discontent, slander, jealousy, and silliness. Without any doubt these five
maladies infest seven or eight out of every ten women, and it is from these
that arises the inferiority of women to men . . .

Parents! teach the foregoing maxims to your daughters from their
tenderest years! Copy them out from time to time, that they may read and
never forget them!"

It is probably true that most eighteenth-century educators in Europe with
advice for parents preparing young women for marriage would have had more
or less similar advice to offer, but what is special and Japanese about Ekken’s
strictures is the bondage to the family system. Still, it may be encouraging to
note that he laments the fact that seven or eight out of ten fall short of his
goal of perfect docility.

Among all the jusha, Ogyt Sorai (1666—1728) was probably the finest and
most influential scholar. His thought has been analyzed with great care by a
line of intellectual historians and political scientists, including the distin-
guished Maruyama Masao, and is relatively accessible in English.”

Sorai’s career straddled the Genroku and Kyoho eras and the shogunates
of Tsunayoshi and Yoshimune, a time when the social changes produced by
urbanization—higher standards of living for the fortunate, an increase of lux-
ury, and a rise in warrior indebtedness—were becoming obvious. His life also
illustrated the uncertain fate that could befall even the most distinguished of
scholars. Born the second son of a doctor, he spent much of his youth in
rustic exile that had been brought on by his father’s political reversals. After
he had founded a small school in classical studies attended by Buddhist
monks, Sorai came to the attention of the shogun Tsunayoshi’s counselor,
Yanagisawa Yoshiyasu. Soon he was the central figure in a coterie of China-
oriented scholars at the capital. His salary increased from rations for fifteen
followers to 300 koku, and then to 500. He was one of those consulted in the
case of the forty-seven ronin, and it was his proposal for the middle path of
seppuku for the ronin that eventually carried the day.

With Tsunayoshi’s death Sorai’s sponsor fell from favor. For some years
he was again in relative obscurity, overshadowed by Arai Hakuseki. When
Yoshimune took office as shogun in 1716 things changed once more as Sorai
became a member of the shogun’s brain trust. He renewed his contacts with
Obaku Zen monks and directed studies in the Ming dynasty statutes. He wrote
at length about contemporary problems in political economy. In addition he
was able to steep himself in studies of philology that were his passion; treatises
on literature, thought, law, history, military science, and music also came from
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his brush. Sorai was an unabashed enthusiast for things Chinese. Once, when
he moved his house in Edo, he expressed his pleasure at being that much
closer to China, and on another occasion he referred to himself as an “eastern
barbarian.” Later nationalist detractors did not forgive him for that, but the
context of the statement was his desire to express his satisfaction that he, a
non-Chinese, was the equivalent of China’s best scholars. Despite all this,
however, Sorai, for all his talent, never received high samurai status. The hu-
mility he expressed in his correspondence with learned Zen monks from
China may not have been altogether artifice.

Sorai was leader of a new school in Confucian scholarship, one that had
profound significance for Japanese culture. The Sung Neo-Confucianists had
staked their position on the existence of an ultimate principle which was in
turn reflected in all things and spirits. The spirit (Ii; Japanese, i), or principle,
of all things material and immaterial had its origin there. Human nature, the
spirit of interpersonal relationships, the political order—each and all of these
were reflections of this cosmic principle. So too with the “thingness” of inani-
mate and animate objects—table, plant, or beast—all were emanations or
reflections of that higher, cosmic Supreme Ultimate. Consequently to investi-
gate anything thoroughly was to begin to apprehend the whole. Nature, as
Tetsuo Najita has put it, was all encompassing, and ultimately one. “A timeless
and absolute norm drawn from outside historical time and transcending the
chaotic warfare of the recent past was called on to establish the baku-han
structure of non-centralizing governance as being ‘principled.” ”'* By Genroku
times Sung scholarship, while not the ideology it became in the late Tokugawa
decades, and indeed never as prescriptive as it was in China and Korea, was
nevertheless gaining in favor and seemed to be becoming dominant.

Sorai and his followers took powerful exception to these ideas. He argued
that Chu Hsi Neo-Confucianism distorted history; Sung learning was based
on later accretions to the Confucian canon. Worse still, Japanese scholars were
getting it at third or even fourth hand. In good measure the problem was one
of language, and it could only be attacked through meticulous philology. The
twelfth-century texts of Sung scholars were distanced by a millennium from
the classical Confucian canon. Worse, Japanese scholars were reading those
texts in the peculiar version of Sino-Japanese (kanbun) in which signifiers and
markers were distorting the grammar to make it conform to Japanese rules.
The result was a poor mishmash of translation rendered in a sort of gibberish,
“what language I do not know.”” “Chinese,” Sorai went on, “is different in
nature from the Japanese language. And even within the Chinese language,
there are differences between the ancient and modern varieties.” Sorai set
himself to unravel this by serious study of contemporary Chinese and careful
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study of ancient Chinese. He compiled dictionaries and glossaries that gave
definitions in modern, contemporary Japanese. In that sense he might be
thought of as a philological equivalent of Saikaku’s commoner prose and
Basho’s diction.

Yet Sorai was not content to stop there. Ultimate comprehension of the
classics required an effort to return to the source by reading the canonic texts
the way men would have read them almost two millennia earlier. “Ancient
Learning,” as it is often called, or kobunjigaku, went “behind” Neo-Confucian
talk of “principle” and “nature” in an attempt to meet the ancients on their
own ground and terms. From this Sorai derived the view that what had been
achieved by the system builders or “sages” of the remote past, the ritual and
music that ordered society, was not so much the reflection of a moral princi-
ple, as the Sung scholars would have it, as it was the product of their genius
and invention. The same was true of the institutions of the shogunate; Ieyasu,
no less a “sage” than those of ancient times, had devised them.

Sorai thus restored will and initiative to politics. What Ieyasu had done
others, building on his work, could continue. Modern men could tap into
this well of wisdom by direct contact with the ancients through the words
those ancients had invented. Sorai’s “amoral modernism,” to use Sumie
Jones’s term, gave the past an immediacy and reality, and his Confucian texts
were records of objectified and standardized historical reality. The moral exe-
gesis of the Chu Hsi school was quite beside the point.

Philological wrestling with the works of antiquity required confidence and
often produced arrogance. The wordy battles of scholars like Lorenzo Valla
in the Italian Renaissance were echoed in the assurance and aggressive exposi-
tion that Sorai and his disciples gave these ideas.

From this it is possible to understand the leading role that Sorai could
take at the court of the shogun Tsunayoshi, with its enthusiasm for the study
of Chinese and deferential reception of Chinese Buddhist abbots, and his pre-
paredness to prescribe remedies for social and political maladies for Yoshi-
mune a few decades later. Unfortunately those proposals assumed it was possi-
ble to look back to the institutions and time of Ieyasu. Daimyo and samurai
on sankin-kotai duty in Edo spent their time and income like travelers at an
inn, he argued; they should be returned to the countryside, thereby reversing
the trends toward urbanization and merchant growth that had overtaken Ja-
pan. Rites and music, too, should be re-formed; Ancient Learning could be
the guide to a reconstruction of politics.

In fact none of this took place. Scholars can turn to more ancient texts,
but governments cannot reverse social trends. Tokugawa institutions had been
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designed to ensure shogunal control over daimyo and daimyo control over
vassals, and they could not be lightly set aside.

Consequently Confucianism served the realities of Japanese society imper-
fectly. Confucian scholars and advisers writing for posterity usually exagger-
ated their impact on the warriors they served. At the outset of Tokugawa rule
Ieyasu showed intense interest in precedents of earlier regimes and institutions
in China as well as in Japan, and specialists in Chinese studies frequently
found employment. Hayashi Razan, whose descendants served as educators
and court Confucianists, was awarded his post after an interview with Ieyasu
in which—according to his own account—he demonstrated unusual com-
mand of Chinese history and precedents. He served Ieyasu for the next eleven
years. But Ieyasu relied more on the counsel of Zen priests Siden and Tenkai,
and Hayashi himself was obliged, as we noted, to shave his hair in accordance
with Buddhist practice. He was, as one scholar puts it, involved in many ba-
kufu activities, but he helped and did not originate; on occasion his counsel
was not even requested.'®

Despite the attractions of Confucianism for rulers and educators, it was
not equipped to be a state ideology. Moreover, there was a consistent anti-
intellectualism in warrior society, and loyalty and valor received higher marks
than book learning and benevolence. Sorai’s assertion that ancient sage-kings
had invented the rites and music with which they ordered society made it
possible to praise the Tokugawa founders as social planners, and to that extent
it could be deemed constructive, but the Edo rulers were not likely to follow
the suggestions of Arai Hakuseki or Ogyt Sorai and his followers that they
reform and establish rites and music as the basis of their rule.”

The school of Ancient Learning enjoyed tremendous intellectual prestige
during much of the eighteenth century, but the wrangles between its partisans
and their opponents confused things so much that warrior rulers with little
tolerance for complexity ruled against it. In 1790 Matsudaira Sadanobu, a
grandson of Yoshimune who served as the bakufu’s first minister, warned
against “heterodox teachings.” “The teaching of Chu Hsi,” the edict read—
not altogether accurately—“has had the full confidence of successive shoguns
since the Keicho era . . . Not only in your own school [the Shoheiko, the
bakufu’s school], but in all others as well, you are advised to see to it that
the orthodox doctrine alone is taught as the basis for the training of men for
public service.”" Thereafter the educational establishment, beginning with the
bakufu’s own Shoheiko, concentrated on Neo-Confucian explanations of na-
ture and morality. By late Tokugawa times, when Sorai’s writings enjoyed a
revival, they had come to be considered almost subversive by bakufu scholars,
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some of whom wrote to describe the sense of daring with which they perused
them."” In private life, however, the newly proclaimed orthodoxy never com-
pletely closed the door to alternate forms of expression. Many a Shoheiko
teacher managed to compartmentalize his life, giving public adherence to
Sung scholarship while maintaining a private interest in other schools of Con-
fucianism.

4. The Problem of China

It is natural that men whose standing derived from their command of tradi-
tional Chinese culture would be sensitive to criticism from their countrymen
that they were praising a foreign civilization. It would be tedious to trace in
close detail the dialogue that resulted, but a glance at the response of some
leading Tokugawa Confucian scholars to this problem shows that it was one
they struggled with themselves.

An early stage, as Kate Wildman Nakai shows,” was to claim that Japanese
and Chinese traditions were entirely congruent. Hayashi Razan, who served
Ieyasu, went into eclipse under Hidetada, and reemerged after the second
shogun’s death, identified Shinto with the Confucian “kingly way,” and tried
to establish a correspondence between Confucian and Shinto ideas, even to
the point of working Japanese mythology into the cosmological theory of Neo-
Confucianism. The steps advocated by the sages of China, in other words,
had already been realized in the Japanese past. He could also argue that it
was only by chance that the canons had been composed in China, for the
ideas they espoused were universal and applied to all humankind. “One may
say it is the way of the kami [gods] of Japan,” he wrote, “while at the same
time it is the way of the sages in China.” Elsewhere, he wrote that “There are
people among the Japanese who are superior to the people of China. Superior-
ity does not lie in teaching nor inferiority in learning. Superiority lies only
in the exemplification of the virtues of knowledge, benevolence, and valor.”

It was also argued that classical China should be distinguished from the
China of the eighteenth century. Even Ogyt Sorai, who styled himself an
“eastern barbarian,” vaunted himself on his mastery of texts that were becom-
ing difficult for contemporary Chinese. In that sense, China was no longer
China; the place called China had fallen under the rule of barbarian Manchus.
Moreover, China had always known tides of rebellion and dynastic upheaval.
In one sense the “Way of Japan,” which combined religion with government,
represented a better parallel to the wisdom of the ancients than China’s dynas-
ties of conquest did. Sorai’s disciple Dazai Shundai (1680—1747) carried this
a step further with a discussion of political economy in which contemporary
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China came out second. China, he pointed out, had moved from feudal to
central government, while Japan’s progression since the eighth century had
reversed this sequence. China’s centralization, with its rotating magistrates,
men who were never assigned to their own areas, had no provision for a bond
between officials and people; Tokugawa domains did. Was not Japan’s order,
with its built-in localism, more conducive to virtue, and was it not closer to
the institutions Confucius had known and praised?

Other Confucian scholars worked out a proud affirmation of Japa-
neseness. Yamaga Soko (1622-1685) moved from the Neo-Confucianism of
his early education through Taoism and Buddhism and on to a final position
in which he reconciled Confucianism and Shinto. He was an immensely in-
fluential teacher; the forty-seven ronin considered themselves followers of his
strategy. Yamaga set himself the task of explaining the justice in a system in
which one class, the samurai, lived on the labors of another, the farmers.
“The samurai,” he wrote, “eats food without growing it, uses utensils without
manufacturing them, and profits without buying or selling. What is the justi-
fication for this?”

He found that justification in the higher morality of the samurai’s calling.
The work of the samurai, as he saw it, was to reflect on his station in life,
give loyal service to his master, deepen his fidelity with his friends, and “devote
himself to duty above all.” In short, in a world in which others were out for
themselves, the samurai should stand as a moral ideal for the three classes of
the common people who respected him and took him as an object lesson.
“By following his teachings, they [commoners] are enabled to understand
what is fundamental and what is secondary.”” Yamaga Sokd’s was the most
satisfactory exposition of these ideas, and from his time bushido, the “Way
of the warrior,” became a standard term.

And yet the problem of China remained. China-centrism was built into
Chinese civilization. China was referred to as the “Central Country” or the
“Central Efflorescence,” and dynasties styled themselves as “Great.” What
were Japanese Confucianists to do about this? Sorai simply denied the applica-
bility of “Great” to any fallen dynasty, and thought it better to use it for his
own country in “Great Japan” (Dai Nihon). Yamaga Soko re-arranged the
basic Confucian virtues to Japanese advantage by grouping valor with knowl-
edge and benevolence. From that perspective, he argued, it was Japan and not
China that deserved designation as the “Central Country.”

In the nineteenth century a blend of Confucian and nativist scholarship
that developed in the domain of Mito prepared the way for a final, rousing
affirmation of this. By then China was being bested by a new and stronger
West. Aizawa Seishisai (or Yasushi; 1781-1863), when he wrote his Shinron
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(“New Theses”) in 1825, flatly named Japan as Chiika, the central efflorescence.
He began with the ringing affirmation that “our Divine Realm is where the
sun emerges. It is the source of the primordial vital force sustaining all life
and order. Our Emperors, descendants of the Sun Goddess, Amaterasu, have
acceded to the Imperial Throne in each and every generation, a unique fact
that will never change. Our Divine Realm rightly constitutes the head and
shoulders of the world and controls all nations.”*

New and important notes are being struck here. Confucianism has been
warped to emphasize imperial loyalty. Japan’s uniqueness no longer derives
from samurai nobility but from dynastic continuity, and myth and religion
are in the service of, in fact united with, government and politics. In line with
Confucian “rectification of names” the ground is beginning to shift to the
advantage of the imperial court and at the expense of the bakufu. “Mito schol-
arship,” as it became known, pointed to an imperial future.

It is clear that advocacy of Confucian solutions to Japanese problems, by
scholars somewhat marginal to the power structure of their society, resulted
in significant psychological strains. Those strains were worsened by the erosion
of samurai self-confidence and autonomy under the restrictions of bakufu and
domain centralization, an erosion that made it necessary to argue the case for
samurai and for Japan. As Nakai has put it, Tokugawa Confucians tended to
become involved in a game of one-upmanship played with the invisible oppo-
nent of China, and this lent a certain quality of shadowboxing to much of the
eighteenth-century dialogue.” In the crisis that lay ahead affirmation of national
identity would outweigh the impulse for national apologetic.

That in turn was affected by the fact that in the eighteenth century China-
centered scholarship was facing additional problems as a vigorous anti-Confu-
cian and anti-Chinese polemic was mounted by a new school of nativist
scholars.

5. Ethnic Nativism

Kokugaku, “National Learning,” provided another thread in the rich tapestry
of scholarship and thought that distinguished the eighteenth century. It devel-
oped in a setting of conscious opposition to the “Chinese Learning” (Kan-
gaku) in which Confucianism was encased, and affirmed the superiority of
Japan and Japanese culture. It began with antiquarian literary study in the
seventeenth century, but by the early nineteenth century it carried a powerful
political message as well.

Intellectually kokugaku should be seen as ancillary to the other movements
of its time. The passion of Ogytu Sorai and others for the “ancient learning”
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of China could have been expected to have its parallels in scholars concerned
with Japanese antiquity, and the sort of Confucian loyalism shown by the
Mito domain’s sponsors of the History of Great Japan could be expected to
have its impact on evaluations of the role of the Japanese emperor in antiquity.
Tsunayoshi, the Genroku shogun, made it part of his civilizing mission to
encourage the study of ancient Japan, and sponsored renovation and identifi-
cation of imperial mausolea. Many leading scholars of national learning re-
ceived sponsorship from shogunal or Tokugawa-related houses. It would be
quite wrong to restrict the study of nativism to its bearing on later loyalism
and insurrection, for it found resonance with many other trends in the intel-
lectual life of its day.

The first concern of the founders of kokugaku was with early Japanese
literature, especially poetry. The evocation of nature and praise of emotion
that they found there seemed to them to be far removed from the formal
didacticism of much of the Confucian teaching as they came to know it in
Japan. Normative “forms” seemed to stand in direct opposition to “nature,”
as different as the often lengthy Chinese poem was from the evocative simplic-
ity of Japanese poetry. Japanese poetry best captured the spirit of Japan; its
only standards were those of beauty and emotion. Motoori Norinaga wrote
that questions of morality and duty had no relation to those of aesthetics. As
he put it, “Poetry . . . attempts neither to trespass on the teachings of Confu-
cian and Buddha nor to pass moral judgments. Its aim is merely to express
a sensitivity to human existence.” For a scholar or holy man to admire the
tinted leaves of autumn, but to pass by a beautiful woman pretending not to
notice her, he argued, was insincere and dishonest; “It is as if a hundred ounces
of gold were desirable but not a thousand.”* Beauty was its own excuse for
being, and made all moralizing superfluous.

The focus by nativist scholars on ancient Japanese literature in the context
of a revival of Japanese tradition inevitably brought them into conflict with
the Sino-centric world of most Japanese Confucianists. Kada no Azumamaro
(1669—1736) was a Shinto priest influenced by Sorai’s call for return to the
language and texts of the past. In his studies of the Manyoshii (a.D. 759), the
first Japanese poetic anthology, Kada argued that its poems were quite free
of Chinese influence; they were “the natural expression of our ancient heri-
tage; they are the voice of our divine land.” This was the beginning of a life-
long battle he waged against syncretism and multiculturalism. While Sorai
struggled to undo the influence of medieval texts that stood between the
scholar and a true understanding of Chinese antiquity, Kada and his student
Kamo tried to throw off the accretions of the entire Chinese tradition.

In 1728 Kada petitioned the shogun Yoshimune for permission to establish
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his own school in Kyoto. It was needed, he thought, because Japanese learning
was being overwhelmed by Chinese and Buddhist learning. Confucian terms
had become household words, but “the teachings of our Divine Emperors are
steadily melting away, each year more conspicuously than the last. Japanese
learning is falling into ruin.” Almost no one was conversant with the terms
of antiquity any longer, and therein lay a danger: “If the old words are not
understood the old meanings will not be clear. If the old meanings are not
clear the old learning will not revive . . . The loss will not be a slight one if
we fail now to teach philology.”” This sounds very much like Sorai.

Kokugaku teachings spread rapidly, and the ever wider circle of students
these men attracted provides evidence of the cultural integration of Japan.
Kada’s best-known student was Kamo no Mabuchi (1697-1769). Like his
teacher, Kamo was the son of a Shinto shrine priest. In 1738 he opened his own
academy in Edo, where he attracted many students and lectured to important
Tokugawa family members. The vow of loyalty his students took exemplifies
the almost religious nature of the influence his teachings exerted. Each student
signed a pledge assuring the master that he had a “burning desire to learn
the way of former days in the sacred land of the Tennos, which Master Kamo
is good enough to teach . . . I will not whisper what I am taught to others
until the time comes when it fills me and when I am given permission. Nor
will T conceive an unwilling or contrary thought to the Master. If I fail to
keep this faith, may the earthly and heavenly kami punish me.”*

Kamo closed his school in 1760 and began travels to Ise and other places
sacred to the Shinto tradition. In so doing he attracted more students, among
them Motoori Norinaga, who was to become the best known of all the koku-
gaku scholars. In 1765 Kamo wrote his most important work. Kokuiko, “A
Study of the Idea of Our Country,” was not published until 1806, but it circu-
lated widely in handwritten copies. This represented a frontal attack on the
Chinese tradition, from Confucianism to the writing system. Kamo argued
that the Chinese history so esteemed by his contemporaries was fraudulent
and designed to cover up rebellion and deceit; the changeovers of dynasties
stood in startling confrontation to the purity of Japan’s tradition of an unbro-
ken imperial line. He found merit only in the Taoist canon of Lao Tzu, with
its rejection of formalism and structure. He contrasted Chinese rationalism
with Japanese commitment and belief. The human mind, he argued, was lim-
ited in its power to understand and explain, and men should be willing to
trust and accept. “The acts of the gods are illimitable and wondrous.” Faith
was more powerful than reason.

Motoori Norinaga (1730—1801), like most of the nativist scholars, was from
nonsamurai stock; he was born the son of merchants near the great Ise shrine
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to the sun goddess Amaterasu. His life passion was the study of poetry and
of ancient texts. Study of “The Record of Ancient Matters” (Kojiki) of 712,
Japan’s first text to chronicle the origins of the gods, the creation myths, and
the sun goddess’s commission to her descendants to rule the Japanese islands,
occupied thirty years of his life. He went on to a detailed study of Lady Mura-
saki’s tenth-century masterpiece, The Tale of Genji.

Motoori was more concerned with the individual than with politics. Koku-
gaku, he argued, accepted man as he was instead of trying to remake him as
Buddhism and Confucianism did. Moral exhortation was ultimately vain and
insincere. The goal of literary study was something he termed mono no aware,
a term that, we have noted, conveys sympathetic awareness of the pathos or
sadness of things. This required an intuitive, aesthetic empathy conveyed as
a simple, heartfelt expression of sentiment. Any deep emotion—happiness,
joy, or sorrow—could be classified as aware. To try to control it, or discipline
it, or conceal it with samurai rigidity or “Chinese” rationalism, was simply
dishonest. Genji, for instance, had long been interpreted as allegory, or de-
nounced altogether as immoral. But the book, like all real literature, was not
concerned with good or evil, but simply with mono no aware. And no branch
of literature was more expressive of awareness than poetry. A further point
was that women, who were less indoctrinated in the repression of emotion
than men, were usually truer judges of real emotion. Poetry was in fact essen-
tially feminine. And if Japanese poetry was the heart of Japanese expressive-
ness, then the Japanese “spirit” overall, especially that part of it that related
to the tenno (emperor), was also feminine.”

Norinaga was a master of rigorous philological study, but he also held a
highly irrational belief that the Kojiki mythology was historically authentic.
He argued that what was recorded in that classic had to be true, and that
adherence to its teachings constituted the “Way.” For this term he used the
Japanese michi rather than the Sino-Japanese do; and rather than accept the
usual reading for “The Record of Ancient Matters” as Kojiki, Motoori insisted
on avoiding Chinese phonetic derivations and substituting purely Japanese
words to read those characters as furu koto bumi. To succumb to innovations
that had been introduced into the Japanese language together with Chinese
characters was to lose the “pure Japanese heart” (yamatogokoro) in favor of
an “errant” magokoro, thereby running the risk of accepting a foreign tradition
of formalism, dishonesty, and insurrection. The stories about the gods had
to be true, he argued; no one could have made them up.

Harry Harootunian has argued that this obsession with the Chinese tradi-
tion on the part of Tokugawa nativists was more metaphor than literal fact,
and that they used “China” as a shorthand signifier for rationality and logic.”
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There is room for agreement here. It is also true that the Confucianists the
kokugaku scholars warred against were Japanese Confucianists, who often
lived up to their reputation as fastidious bores. Nevertheless the close identi-
fication of China with everything that was wrong with Japanese culture had
important ramifications for the future.

By the time of his death, Motoori is credited with having had five hundred
disciples in forty provinces. But even this impressive network was dwarfed by
the influence of Hirata Atsutane (1776—1843), under whom nativism became
firmly associated with Shinto and spread throughout the countryside. With
Hirata kokugaku became more religious and also more political. There was
new emphasis on ancient prayers and affirmation of the ancient ideal of
matsurigoto, a union of worship and politics. In this ancient concept it was
the emperor who linked the aura that was his by virtue of descent from the
gods with the governance of his people. He served the gods, and they in turn
joined him to share the burdens of rule. This revival of ancient, indeed primi-
tive, ideas was one of the dubious contributions of the nativist revival to the
Meiji state in the nineteenth century. Nativism was by its very nature intensely
parochial and particular. Indeed, one kokugaku assertion had it that other
countries were assembled from the less worthy materials rejected in the origi-
nal generation of the Japanese islands.

At the same time, Hirata’s preparedness to accept whatever might be use-
ful in other traditions was somewhat contradictory to this. The nativists, no
longer bound to the Sino-centric focus on Chinese antiquity, were prepared
to see merit in other traditions. Hirata in particular was out for arguments
that contributed to Japan’s superiority. He himself had been trained as a physi-
cian, and he had some knowledge of Western medicine that had filtered in
through books imported by the Dutch at Nagasaki. He found it easy to justify
this; the gods had taught medical lore to all countries, but virtuous Japan had
not produced as many cures as had medicine in more polluted countries.
But after Japan became damaged by its acquaintance with pernicious foreign
doctrines, it had need for their healing too. And in any case, whatever was
useful in “foreign” countries was ultimately Japanese. When Hirata learned
of the Copernican revolution in astronomy, he argued that it provided proof
of the greatness of the sun goddess. The story of Noah’s flood, which he
learned through some Jesuit translations that had made their way into Japan,
went to show that Japan, which had experienced no flood, was on higher
ground than other countries. He even found a creator god in the Shinto divin-
ity, Takami-musubi. “These truths,” he wrote, “are by no means confined to
Japan. In many other countries it is believed that the seed of man and all
other things owe their existence to the powers of this god.”
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Ultimately, then, Japanese learning was superior to all others because it
represented a sea in which many rivers joined. As he put it, “We may properly
speak not only of Chinese but even of Indian and Dutch learning as Japanese
learning: this fact should be understood by all Japanese who delve into foreign
studies.””

Even so, it should not be thought that his ability to co-opt foreign learning
made Hirata think better of foreigners. He was virulently anti-Chinese and
contemptuous of the Dutch at Nagasaki. “As everybody knows who has seen
one,” he assured his readers, “[the Dutch] shave their beards, cut their nails,
and are not dirty like the Chinese . . . [but] Their eyes are really just like those
of a dog. Apparently because the backs of their feet do not reach to the ground,
they fasten wooden heels to their shoes, which makes them look all the more

like dogs . . . [this] may be the reason they are lascivious as dogs . . . Because
they are addicted to sexual excesses and to drink, none of them lives very
long.”®

It would nevertheless be wrong to dismiss Hirata on the ground of his
hyperbole in polemics. One feature of nativism in Hirata’s work, and a very
important one, is the extent to which his influence took root in rural Japan.
He and his disciples developed an emphasis on productivity—originally of
the cosmos in the Kojiki mythology—that grew into highly practical discus-
sions of the cultivation of rice. Ritual and prayer that had always been part
of folk festivals focused on the well-being of the community or common folk.
Agriculture was becoming more productive than it had ever been, in part
through the writings of agronomists like Okura Nagatsune (1768-?). Okura,
born the son of farmer-merchants in Kyushu, first planned a life of scholar-
ship, but changed directions in conformity with his father’s warning that book
learning would divert him from farming and lead to ruin. “Even if I could
not study the classics and thus learn the secrets of ruling a country,” he con-
soled himself, “I refused to spend my life doing nothing of value; so I concen-
trated my ambition on learning the art of farming and studied it for many
years.” Okura was one link in a line of influential writers that began with
Miyazaki Yasusada (Antei, 1623-1697), whose classic Treatise on Agriculture
went through numerous editions. Okura’s writings emphasized ways to make
farming more efficient and productive: timely cultivation, better seeds, better
equipment, supplementary crops, and the care and culture of silkworms. Nor
was he alone in this. The spread of literacy and opportunities for commercial
farming as city markets grew larger resulted in a reading public of rural leaders
that encouraged publishers to issue first editions of two and three thousand
copies of relevant books for village readers.

Hirata propagandists for nativism worked their way into this readership
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and their ideas into journals and books. Their almanacs and calendars com-
bined Shinto observances with practical advice. They also produced a flood
of practical and pseudoscientific counsel that made such learning popular
among village headmen.”

The nativist tradition of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Japan is full
of paradoxes. It found its intellectual beginnings in the surge of scholarship
concerned with antiquity and it produced studies that are monuments of phil-
ological exactitude, and yet its leaders also advocated uncritical acceptance of
wildly improbable assertions. It deplored the pollution of primitive Japanese
sincerity by foreign, especially Chinese, ideas, while calmly laying claim to any
strain of foreign thought that seemed useful. Co-optation of foreign thought
was combined with contempt for foreigners. The Tokugawa peace and, fre-
quently, Tokugawa sponsorship made possible work that was ultimately used
to buttress the claims of the imperial court and the construction of the modern
state religion of Meiji Japan.

6. Dutch, or Western, Learning (rangaku)

By this time it should be clear that the intellectual trends that have been dis-
cussed were seldom mutually exclusive. All educated men had a good knowl-
edge of the Chinese classical tradition, for that was the medium in which
scholarly literacy was transmitted. The practical needs of communication, on
the other hand, naturally put the emphasis on Japanese. Ogyt Sorai, the most
formidable scholar of Chinese learning of his day, wrote his memorials on
statecraft for his shogun in Japanese. The eighteenth-century development of
nativist learning added dignity and depth to work in that language, but even
so Kada wrote the petition in which he asked permission to open a school
for native learning in classical Chinese. Popular culture and folk tradition was
of course couched in Japanese, as were the numerous handbooks and manuals
of daily use that circulated in town and country; so were domestic records
and the diaries so many people kept. What mattered for them was practicality
and utility. In the eighteenth century an additional school of specialization
developed in response to the apparent practicality and rationality of Western
learning that filtered in through Nagasaki.

It began with medicine. Seventeenth-century European medicine was not
always scientific or reliable, but it was grounded in study of the body. Dutch
paintings of a class gathered over a dissection for the study of anatomy repre-
sent a direct observation that was less common in East Asia. Classical Chinese
texts of medical lore were based on theories of balance and cosmology, and
treatments followed from this. Physicians worked to maintain a proper bal-
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ance of the five elements and the negative and positive (yin and yang) princi-
ples in conformity with the same normative expectations that were applied
to maintenance and restoration of the social order. Surgery was a basic of
Western medicine from its early days, but it was neglected in East Asia, where
invasive techniques ran the risk of doing damage to a body inherited from
the ancestors.

The little Dutch station at Deshima played a role in the transmission of
medical techniques, particularly surgery, from early on. Although chief factors
at Deshima rotated annually, many doctors attached to the station were there
for years. Unlike Kaempfer, they did not leave ethnographic descriptions or
compile histories; their names have come down to us but not, unfortunately,
their correspondence. Nevertheless they surely exchanged information with
Japanese curious to learn about their skills.” Thus there was a “Casper” (von
Shaumbergen) school of surgery, known as Kasuparuryi. Then paradoxically,
as Dutch trade diminished in the early eighteenth century, interest in Dutch
(= Western) techniques increased.

In the 1720s the shogun Yoshimune, eager to increase domestic production
of goods that had to be imported, relaxed restrictions on books that could
be imported at Nagasaki. The shogun’s curiosity about Western ways extended
to horses and horsemanship, which was demonstrated by a Hollander ordered
to come to Edo. In the same years he was inviting botanists and doctors from
China. Yoshimune also wanted to know more about the Western calendar,
and commissioned several young scholars to go to Nagasaki and study with
the Dutch. As the century advanced such interests grew.

The study of Dutch gradually became fashionable among a small coterie
of educated Japanese. Toward the end of the century the Dutch station head,
Titsingh, on his return to Europe, was able to exchange letters in Dutch with
several daimyo he had come to know during his stay in Japan. The daily record
kept by the Dutch station indicates that during the stay of the Dutch in Edo
on sanpu visits, as they were known, more and more questions were being
asked by Japanese doctors who were permitted to see them.

The story of the struggle of Japanese to learn more about the West from
the Dutch is one of the most extraordinary chapters in cultural interchange
in world history. There were two groups of Japanese involved. One was in
Nagasaki, where the interpreters guild was headed by four families. Under
them were another dozen or more families that enjoyed hereditary rights
in this occupation. Each, in turn, had junior members, and in the 1690s
Kaempfer estimated that there might be as many as 140 enrolled altogether.

In Edo a much smaller group, mostly physicians, worked in almost com-
plete isolation from the men at Nagasaki. The Edo doctors were mostly of
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modest rank, but they were interested in adding some of the skills of Western
surgery to their knowledge of Chinese medicine. There was very little contact
between the two groups, for the Nagasaki experts were not eager to see their
monopoly on language broken. Moreover, there was no private system of
internal mail, and communication was possible only through access to men
attached to processions or shipments for other reasons. Consequently the Edo
scholars had to work entirely from books. Those fortunate enough to be per-
sonal physicians to daimyo, however, could urge their patient to purchase
items for them, either books already in Japan or titles that could be added to
the “order list” that bakufu officials gave the Dutch. Fulfillment of an order
required at least a year, however, and the process must have been maddeningly
slow. The Edo doctors could hope to see a real Hollander only on the visits
of the Dutch to the capital, and these were biennial after 1764 and every four
years after 1790.

On one occasion one of the doctors, Otsuki Gentaku, found himself un-
able to get the floor with a question and noted ruefully that he would have
to wait four years for another chance.” The books available became the more
precious, and they were frequently copied out by hand.

Deciphering them, however, was harder because there were no language
tools. An early effort used a French-Dutch dictionary in which Japanese words
were substituted for the French. But even this was available in handwritten
copy only in 1796, and it was not published until 1855. On rare occasions
an Edo scholar received permission or orders to study at Nagasaki. Such an
opportunity was tantamount to the chance to “study abroad” and usually
marked its fortunate recipient as a future leader.

In 1771 a milestone event took place: a little group of Edo scholars was
permitted to be present at the execution of an old woman and allowed to
direct the executioner, who was a member of the ostracized subcaste commu-
nity, to dismantle the corpse. There had been a few dissections earlier, but
they had been conducted without a reliable chart at hand and represented
undirected curiosity. On this occasion, however, the scholars had with them
a Dutch book on anatomy (which in turn had been translated from the Ger-
man) entitled Anatomical Tables, which had charts showing and identifying
the parts of the body.

The man who organized this gathering was a doctor named Sugita Gen-
paku (1733—1817), whose name and career became closely identified with the
development of Dutch learning. His life also illustrated the interdependence
of the intellectual trends that have been discussed, for he had been influenced
by Ogyu Sorai’s call for careful preparation in all study. Sugita’s autobiography
provides the standard account of that occasion, and it is probably not an
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overstatement to describe this as a pivotal day in Japanese intellectual history
and science.

The corpse of the criminal was that of an old woman of about fifty years,
nicknamed Aocha Baba, born in Kyoto. It was an old butcher who made
the dissection. We had been promised an efa named Toramatsu, known
for his skill in dissection, but because he was sick his grandfather came
instead. He was ninety years old, but healthy, and he told us he had been
doing this since his youth. According to him up until this time people had
left it up to him, and he had not shown them where the lungs, kidneys,
and other organs were. They would pretend that they had studied the
internal structure of the body directly. But the parts naturally weren’t la-
beled, and they had to be satisfied with the way he pointed them out. He
knew where everything was, but he had not learned their proper names
... Some of the things turned out to be arteries, veins, and suprarenal
bodies according to our [Dutch] anatomical tables . . . We found that the
structure of the lungs and liver and the position and shape of the stomach
were quite different from what had been believed according to old Chinese
theory.”

On their way home Sugita and his friends reflected on how shameful it was
that they had tried to serve their lords as doctors without first having a true
knowledge of the human body. They vowed, he writes, that thereafter they
would seek facts only through experiment. “I suggested,” he went on, “that
we decipher the Tafel Anatomia (the book they had used) without the aid of
interpreters in Nagasaki, and translate it into Japanese. The next day we met
and began . . . Gradually we got so we could decipher ten lines or more a
day. After two or three years of hard study everything became clear to us; the
joy of it was as the chewing of sweet sugar cane.”

This began a new age of translation. Long ago there had been another
project to translate from Chinese, but this time it was Dutch science and
technology that was the focus. The earlier effort to translate the corpus of
Chinese learning, Sugita noted, had the backing of an imperial court that sent
student monks to China, but this time a much smaller number of men had
to work things out on their own. Sugita and his associates thus had a con-
sciousness of themselves as partners in a venture of historic importance. At
the same time, he granted, the earlier tradition “probably prepared our mind”
for the task at hand. By the time Sugita wrote his memoirs in 1815, he could
marvel at the spread of rangaku (Dutch learning; the “ran” from “Oranda,”
Holland) and looked back on a career that was rich in reward and interest.
Private practice and official recognition had given him an income the equiva-
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lent of an upper samurai. He took delight in his grandchildren, his students,
and his success. “In the beginning,” he wrote, “there were only three of us
.. . who came together to make plans for our studies. Now, fifty years later,
those studies have reached every corner of the country, and each year new
translations seem to be brought out . . . And what particularly delights me is
the idea that, when once the way of Dutch studies is opened wide, doctors a
hundred or even a thousand years from now will be able to master real medi-
cine and use it to save people’s lives. When I think of the public benefits this
will bring, I cannot help dancing and springing for joy.”*

In time this new wave of foreign learning would reinforce the ideological
assault that kokugaku was making to challenge the dominance that Chinese
learning had enjoyed. Nativist scholars could argue that Chinese learning was
foreign and spiritually harmful to Japanese “purity,” but Sugita and his friends
could prove that Chinese wisdom was occasionally wrong, as in the morphol-
ogy of the body, or impractical. And of course each persuasion seemed per-
sonified by its representatives; in late-eighteenth-century Japan “China” began
to be associated with conservatism and even obscurantism. In a dialogue he
wrote in 1775 Sugita had an interlocutor protest,

“Look here! Korea and Ryukyu are not China, but they at least received
the teachings of the same sages. This medical learning you are teaching,
though, comes from countries on the northwest frontier of the world, 9ooo
ri from China. Their language is different from China’s and they don’t
know anything about the sages. They are the most distant of all the barbar-
ian countries; what possible good can their learning do us?”

Sugita’s alter ego answered this as follows: it was all very well for the Chinese
to profess scorn for barbarians, but notice that it was the barbarian Manchus
who were ruling them now! More important, though, people were the same
the world around, and China itself was only one country in the Eastern Seas.
Real medical knowledge had to be based on more universal grounds than on
the wisdom of a few. Experiment proved that the sages’ ideas about anatomy
were not correct, and one simply could not dismiss the Dutch or their learning
out of hand.”

Dutch studies spread rapidly in the last quarter of the eighteenth century.
Sugita could count 104 men from thirty-five provinces as disciples by the time
of his death. Nor was his case as isolated as he wanted his readers to believe,
for many others were at work.

Medicine led in this, but not to the exclusion of other disciplines. Nagasaki
served as entry port for artistic inspiration as well. Vanishing point perspective
came to characterize prints and maps, and experiments with copperplate en-
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graving added to the eclectic nature of mid- and late Tokugawa art. Many
were, in other words, prepared to act on Hirata Atsutane’s assertion that ulti-
mately everything was “Japanese learning.” The common element here,
whether in art, medicine, or, in the nineteenth century, mathematics and
physics, was accuracy and practicality. What was true to life began to compete
with what was in conformity with the universal principles of the Neo-
Confucian universe.

Even so, it is too much to argue, as some have, that the rise of Dutch
studies sounded the bell for the demise of Tokugawa feudal institutions.
Scholars of Dutch learning were dependent on their superiors for the re-
sources that made their studies possible. Far from imagining a revolutionary
role for themselves, they saw their new specialty as helping them personally
and strengthening the society of which they were a part. In some cases their
authorities granted them the ranking of jusha, “Confucianist,” indicating how
varied an assemblage of talents that term could cover. At first almost none
of their writing circulated among the general public.

The first generation of Dutch scholars did not overturn tradition. Nor,
for that matter, did they modernize Japanese medicine as rapidly or as pro-
foundly as Sugita thought they had. It was not a matter of an either-or con-
trast. Most doctors added aspects of Western medical lore to the mix of Chi-
nese and Japanese therapies they used. Moreover, the process of selection for
translation was far from scientific and in fact quite random. In any case medi-
cine was changing rapidly in eighteenth-century Europe. Translators some-
times spent months on works that were already dated.

Rather, the importance of the first generation of scholars of Dutch learning
lies in the attitude and mind-set that they showed. Rangaku brought a delight
in the new, the different, and the difficult. It was new, for it opened windows
onto a body of learning that was radically different from what had been avail-
able and, in its assumptions, often farthest removed from the classical knowl-
edge of the China-centered world. And it was difficult, difficult beyond the
imagination of scholars in our day who have access to instruction, learning
tools, and dictionaries. It added important strands to the rich tapestry of To-
kugawa intellectual activity; it also had profound consequences for the future.

7. Religion

The importance of the intellectual currents in eighteenth-century Japan
should not be allowed to overshadow the beliefs that had meaning for the
millions of Japanese in countryside and city. Japan’s earlier religious traditions
lived on in Buddhism and folk religion, but both underwent significant change
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in response to the direction of the state and the diffusion and dilution of the
ideas of the scholars who have been discussed.

Buddhism had been the religion of Japan long before the Tokugawa unifi-
cation, and it remained so in Tokugawa years. At the turn of the seventeenth
century Christianity had offered a serious threat in some areas, but although
it lived on in southwestern Japan as a secret underground sect, the Tokugawa
suppression of Catholic sectarians ended its ability to compete with Bud-
dhism. Throughout Japanese society Buddhist doctrines of karma, rebirth,
and denial of the reality of corporeal existence became and remained basic
to the worldview of millions of Japanese.

Buddhism was also intimately related to the power structure. At the high-
est reaches of society court nobles were closely intertwined with the priestly
hierarchy. Younger sons of the imperial family were routinely assigned to
selected monzeki (court-related) temple establishments. Among the samurai
elite the stern intellectual and physical discipline of Zen influenced many men.
Learned Zen statesman-priests were central to diplomatic intercourse with the
continent and found sponsorship for some of the most celebrated and beauti-
ful temple and garden monuments to austerity and contemplation in the pop-
ulation centers of Kamakura and Kyoto. In early Tokugawa the new land
settlement cost most temples their land and political influence, but the kind
of systematic horror that Nobunaga had brought to the Enryakuji complex
gave way to daimyo patronage and subsidies for the reconstruction of build-
ings that had been damaged or burned. Ieyasu himself relied on several canny
Buddhist monks for counsel, and the Tokugawa family tombs remained with
the popular faith Jodo-Shin sect temple of Z6joji in Edo.

Jodo-Shin itself, however, having been battered by its struggles against
Nobunaga and Hideyoshi, was now absorbed into the administrative structure
by charging it with the requirement of registering communicants in the shii-
mon aratame surveys to certify their hostility against Christianity. The “temple
guarantee” (terauke) system came full cycle in the eighteenth century. From
then on the family, rather than the individual, had to register with a parish
temple. The temple’s attestation was required for marriage, employment,
change of residence, and travel permits. In this way the Buddhist organization
became an arm of state control. In some domains even Buddhist sects with
a history of insurrection were also outlawed; the bakufu discriminated against
some branches of Nichiren, and the Satsuma domain, which required all com-
moners to wear wooden identification tags, forbade Ikko Buddhism as well.

The bakufu did its best to control, as well as use, the Buddhist establish-
ment. Temples of each sect were organized along hierarchic lines to facilitate
supervision by the commissioner for temples and shrines (Jisha bugyo). The
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great Honganji sect was divided into an east and a west branch to make it more
manageable. Temples were ordered to simplify and purify their doctrines and
to avoid feuding with one another.

Such close relations with despotic government did not make for moral
fervor or spiritual depth. Guaranteed adherents and discouraged from com-
peting with one another, Buddhist temples and priests seldom enjoyed respect
or high prestige. Popular writers and printmakers of the cities often lam-
pooned their eccentricities, while samurai intellectuals scorned their doctrines.
The seventeenth-century Confucian scholar Kumazawa Banzan wrote that
“from the ordinance banning Christianity on, a faithless Buddhism has flour-
ished. Since throughout the land everyone has his parish temple, unlike in
the past, monks can freely indulge in worldly affairs without concern for either
discipline or scholarship . . . The freedom with which they eat meat and engage
in romantic affairs surpasses that of even secular men.” There were outstand-
ing Buddhist reformers and scholars of quality who did their best to reverse
these trends and change that image, but they had to battle against the main
current. It is noteworthy that such individuals usually offered teachings that
reflected aspects of the intellectual atmosphere that has been considered. Jiun
Sonja (also known as Onko, 1718—1804), for instance, combined a scholarly
command of Sanskrit with restorationist views of Buddhist law with affirma-
tion of basic Confucian morality like filial piety. He was a distinguished callig-
rapher and painter, studied Confucianism with It6 Togai, and practiced Zen
meditation. He was above all a pioneer in the study of classical Sanskrit. Before
him the Japanese had relied chiefly on Chinese translations, but Jiun pushed
beyond and behind this screen; he thus provides a Buddhist variant of the
enthusiasm for antiquity and philology that animated Sorai and Norinaga.*

But while Buddhism remained the religion of the Japanese, it was losing
a good deal of its vitality. For the great majority of the villagers who made
up most of the population it was closely intermingled with folk religion that
pieced together ancestor worship, portents, directions, and concern with a
beneficent though capricious nature. In late Tokugawa days much of this be-
came structured into something called Shinto, but it was long in getting out
from under the wide, though porous, umbrella of Buddhism.

At the end of Tokugawa rule in 1868 there were 87,558 temples and 74,642
shrines.” Since there were about 70,000 villages (mura), this averaged out to
one of each. Yet they were seldom separate. Most shrines were small and
lacked a full-time priest. More often than not the shrines were close to or
within a temple complex and controlled by Buddhist clergy. This mix held
true even at Ise, the ancestral imperial shrine dedicated to the sun goddess
Amaterasu, which had almost 300 temples connected with it. For the most
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part “Shinto” priests were subject to the Buddhist registration laws and were
technically “Buddhist.”

There was also a plethora of popular cults. Many were regional in focus,
centering on sites that drew pilgrims. Mt. Fuji, Kumano on the Wakayama
Peninsula, and Twashimizu were the outstanding examples of this. Their re-
gional focus could nevertheless encompass a considerable area; the Mt. Fuji
cult, for instance, had a complex system of traveling circuit priests (oshi) who
organized and visited groups of believers (kd) on a regular rotation. Itinerants
in a world of status and stability, these priests constituted a special category,
and it was understandable that officials might be wary of them.

Government regulations for Shinto were necessarily rather loose due to
its amorphous character. Major shrines usually had hereditary priesthoods,
and sometimes confraternities organized for pilgrimages. Tutelary shrines
connected with daimyo lineages also had hereditary priesthoods. In an effort
to regulate this confusion the bakufu, in 1665, decreed that all priests and
shrines were to apply to the Yoshida house, descendants of an ancient ritualist
clan, for approval of vestments with indications of ranks and titles.

Within this complex pattern the Ise shrines were special in the range and
breadth of organization and support, for their network of oshi circuit priests
and the village confraternities (ko) on which they drew were to be found all
over the country. The circuit priests moved constantly along major communi-
cation networks, and might come through once or twice a year. One man
might supervise as many as ten thousand households. Oshi were intimately
related to the cycle of agricultural life. They distributed almanacs with the all-
important agricultural calendar and information about the progress of the
sixty-year cycle with its zodiacal referents, as well as simple emblems or talis-
mans for health, good harvests, good fortune, and purification. They were
supported by a modest sum appropriate to the village’s tax assessment. The
Inner Shrine at Ise had 309 oshi related to it, and the Outer Shrine, 555.

The sixty-year cycle (based upon the interrelationships of the five elements
and twelve horary animals) had entered Japan from China and had been used
as early as the seventh century to back-date the inauguration of the ruling
family to 660 B.c. Completion of a cycle, whether in an individual life or
larger era, was an auspicious event that signified a renewal. In Edo this became
associated with pilgrimages to the Ise shrines. The oshi received the pilgrims
at an Ise lodge; sacred dances (kagura) would be performed, and the pilgrims
were then free for sight-seeing and relaxation. Pilgrims returned with magic
slips or talismans (fuda) that brought good luck. Sometimes affairs took on
a carnival nature; rumors of magic appearances of talismans implying prom-
ises of health and harvest could bring a rush to acquire one. Joyous celebration
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and dancing could become lubricated by sake provided by the rich, whether
in generosity or, more often, an urge for self-protection from the crowd. The
almanacs the oshi distributed kept people informed of approaching dates,
guided their route, and directed them to rustic hostels (“Iseya”) along the
way. With the spread of travel that has been described it gradually became
accepted that an Ise pilgrimage was a once-in-a-lifetime experience. Not ev-
eryone waited for the festival year; indeed the timing of the major pilgrimage
“happenings” showed only a loose correlation with what should have been
banner years. By the eighteenth century upwards of a half-million pilgrims
came to Ise annually. Intimation that a festival year was at hand could bring
astonishing numbers on the road: in Genroku an estimated three and a half
million, in 1771 two million, and in 1830, three to four million. It should be
noted that there was little specifically “Shinto” about this, except that the sun
goddess was the focus of the ceremonies at Ise.

For most people the Ise pilgrimage was a rare interval of joyous, even
delirious, passage from the familiar. In every corner of Japan festivals, matsuri,
were the opposite, a regularly scheduled form of collective piety that served
to reaffirm ties with person and place. Carried out at appropriate points in
the agricultural calendar, these shrine-centered events were occasions of local
jubilation and pride; their preparation and execution absorbed the coopera-
tion of every age group, from the village leaders and adults who organized
and contributed support for food and costume, to the boisterous young men
whose strength carried the ponderous wujigami, or local kami, from and to the
shrine, to the excited children who ran behind.

Another mix of Buddhism, folk religion, nature worship, and pilgrimage
could be seen in the phenomenon of Shugendod, a religious order active
throughout rural Japan.* Mountains had religious significance in Japan from
very early times. Emperors and aristocrats made pilgrimages to mountainous
areas, particularly Kumano and Yoshino, and the same sites attracted ascetics
who purified themselves by entering the mountain in a symbolic transition
from a profane to a sacred world. The consecration of Zen temples was also
referred to as “opening the mountain.” The mountain ascetics were credited
with magical powers of endurance to heat and cold, and levitation and trans-
port to heaven. When they came down from the mountains and returned
from their purifying rites they could function as shamans, with power to over-
come the spirits that caused sickness. With the institutionalization of these
practices both Kumano and Yoshino became centers for Shugendo. They were
fiercely competitive, but both were associated with the esoteric practices of
Shingon Buddhism.

Here, again, the bakufu entered to tidy things up. In 1613 all yamabushi
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(“mountain priests”) were ordered to affiliate with one or another of the Shu-
gendo lines, in order to structure and legitimize the cult. At the same time
Shugend6 was now free to widen its links with ordinary people, and its influ-
ence. As the yamabushi gained authority they also abandoned much of their
asceticism. They married and ate meat; instead of remaining itinerant mendi-
cants they settled in villages and performed rituals for a regular clientele. The
rationale for mountain asceticism also changed, from personal mysticism or
repentance to services of healing for nonascetic villagers. Parish populations
in turn were organized into confraternities that launched pilgrimages and
sponsored the worship of specific deities.

Shugend6 practitioners became a large group of men and women; one
study estimates that there may have been 170,000 by the nineteenth century.
Leaders often doubled as clergy of Buddhist temples or of local shrines. Some-
times they operated parish schools, and in many respects became close to or
part of the upper level of landowner village society. Not infrequently, members
of that elite engaged in Shugendo discipline themselves in the belief it could
contribute to the order and discipline of village life.

Like the new religions of nineteenth- and twentieth-century Japan, Shu-
gendo had a place and role for women. In temple records they were sometimes
registered as priests’ wives, but they usually functioned like partners. A female
medium (miko) worked with the yamabushi in healing rites; he, the stern,
unbending chief, gave the orders, but she, the yielding, empathetic part of the
team, entered into a trance in which the spirit spoke through her, revealing
what was required as compensation or correction. Miko had their own
bounded territories, and they trained under female mentors who taught them
their craft. Some (the itako of northern Japan) were blind.

Shugendo rituals were vitally connected with pregnancy, childbirth, the
location of lost articles, healing, the exorcism of malevolent spirits, ancestral
rites, and pilgrimages.* Services were usually communal events in which the
sponsoring family had to provide refreshments for the community, and they
could constitute a considerable burden for all but wealthy villagers.

All this illustrates both the variety but also the harmony of ritual and
religious thought. The language and the imagery owed everything to Bud-
dhism, but the elements of nature worship and shamanist practice clearly had
more ancient roots.

8. Popular Preaching

The syncretic nature of the teachings that attracted villagers in the countryside
was also present in the popular preaching and lecturing in local towns and
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castle cities. There were long traditions of popular preaching in Japan; story-
tellers had acquainted commoners with the heroism of medieval warriors, and
Buddhist reformers of the Kamakura period had made their way through the
country attracting great crowds. Yet it is safe to say that preaching had never
been so accessible or so tuned in to the practical problems of daily life. It was
not unusual for lecturers to speak to hundreds of listeners. Hosoi Heisha
(1728—1801) wrote that after his tour of a domain in northern Japan the “villag-
ers were all choked with tears, and especially the older men were so sad to
see me go that when I left for Yonezawa 700 or 800 of them prostrated them-
selves in the snow and wept aloud.” Hosoi’s message was one that must have
pleased authorities who invited him to speak: sincerity, frugality, modesty,
and diligence were essential to life, and if villagers only knew how careful
their superiors were about their finances they would gladly reciprocate by
paying what was due them. Nevertheless, even if one makes allowance for the
lack of alternative forms of education or diversion available to the villagers,
these figures speak to the driving urge for self-improvement on the part of
those who came.

Lecturers included popularizers of Zen Buddhism who reached to lay au-
diences or wrote in easily understood vernacular Japanese. They tried to re-
duce Zen teachings to their essentials, and spoke directly to the concerns of
their auditors. Suzuki Shosan (1579—1655), who had fought as a samurai in
the battles of Sekigahara and Osaka, argued that in the life of commoners
ordinary, daily work could lead to enlightenment. What mattered was internal
attitude; when this was properly adjusted and focused, all trades could become
the roads to spiritual emancipation. Enlightenment involved a focus on at-
taining one’s “true mind,” a concern that was shared, to differing degrees and
different but related terms, with Neo-Confucian idealism.

Ideas of this sort received powerful expression in the teachings of Ishida
Baigan (1685—1744), a farmer’s son who was apprenticed to a Kyoto merchant
family. After studying what he could of Buddhism, Shinto, and Confucianism,
Baigan began a series of lectures in Kyoto in 1729 from which his movement,
Shingaku (“Heart study”), can be dated. Basing himself principally, though
not explicitly, on the teachings of Chu Hsi, he regarded learning (“gaku”) less
as an intellectual activity than as a challenge to investigate human nature
through personal experience and reflection. Becoming convinced of the uni-
versal nature of morality, Baigan argued that when it came to moral practices
the merchant, supposedly the lowest in the status order of society, should in
no wise be thought inferior to anyone else. This in effect postulated a mer-
chant ethic, “the Way of the townsman,” that deserved equality with the Way
of the samurai (bushido).
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These ideas were further developed by a number of disciples, principally
Teshima Toan. Baigan’s thought was “less a philosophical system than a type
and method of spirituality directed to townsmen and merchants.”* Shingaku
grew through the multiplication of reading and study groups which were con-
ducted under the guidance of a certified master who would test the spiritual
advancement of his charges. Meetings were held in utmost simplicity, and
masters usually declined to accept gifts or payment. This was entirely congru-
ent with the emphasis on merchant values of frugality and diligence.

Shingaku was in no sense political or subversive, although its valorization
of the traditionally scorned merchant class might have been deemed so. Quite
the reverse: it was said of Teshima Toan that when he passed in front of a
government proclamation board (the kosatsu described earlier) he would take
down his umbrella, bow, and keep from using his walking stick (lest he seem
to raise it against authority). In periods of reform bakufu administrators
tended to exempt Shingaku preachers from their bans on public gatherings
and performances, and it was in fact this seeming compliance with feudal
authority that guaranteed that with the Meiji Restoration and abandonment
of status restrictions Shingaku too would come to an end.

Its importance, however, is to be found in the way that it once again
showed the way the quest of ordinary Japanese for spiritual cultivation charac-
terized commoner, perhaps even more than samurai, society in Edo Japan.
Whether searching for one’s “original mind,” or attempting to “attain Bud-
dhahood” or become like a (Shinto) kami, Japanese of many stripes strove to
restrain their “selfish” desires and calculation, and they were endlessly patient
in listening to expositions of and exhortations to makoto (sincerity). Notwith-
standing the bounds of a feudal status system and rule that was frequently
arbitrary, the values of all groups within Japan’s society had become congru-
ent, each group persuaded of the importance of its contribution to the larger
whole.
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On February 19, 1837, Oshio Heihachird, a samurai bureaucrat
who had abandoned government for Confucian philosophy, set
fire to his Osaka house as the signal to his followers to rise in
revolt. Farmers were to seize and burn tax records, and the ur-
ban poor were to seize the property of the wealthy merchants
and distribute it. It was not clear what was supposed to happen
after that, but there was no doubt that the evils of Tokugawa
rule were contrasted to the absolute purity of the sun goddess
and her descendant, the emperor. The fires raged for two days
through the merchant centers of Osaka, and the poor sacked
the homes and storehouses of the wealthy until bakufu troops
put down the rebellion. Oshio had abandoned Neo-Confucian
orthodoxy for the rival (and prohibited) school of Wang Yang-
ming, which preached the unity of knowledge and action. He
had come to see himself as a sage who would court death to
“save the people,” the slogan on his banners. His memory, ide-
als, and thought survived him and moved Japanese of many
sorts to direct action in later years: loyalist activists in the Meiji
Restoration, samurai like General Nogi struggling against the
perversion of warrior purity by selfishness, young military radi-
cals in the years before World War II, and their successors, stu-
dent radicals in the 1960s as well as the author Mishima Yukio
who ended his life with a spectacular suicide in 1970. Like them,
Oshio acted from moral rather than political impulses. His ill-
fated revolt served as the climax to the Tokugawa tradition of
protest, and it foreshadowed later expressions of nihilistic vio-
lence. It therefore serves as an introduction to the forms of crisis
and response to crisis in Tokugawa society.

All discussions of political economy and changes in religious
belief during the Tokugawa years took place against a back-
ground of steady change in authority and society. Outward
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forms of deference and hierarchy remained as they had been, but this often
masked almost continuous change. That change also varied by place and time,
for Japan was far from monolithic. Economic change around the great metro-
politan areas outsped that in relatively backward provinces, but even so there
were few areas in which life retained its early Tokugawa patterns in all respects.
Contemporaries often record their regret at the way things were going; as Conrad
Totman has putit, “eighteenth and nineteenth century rulers glorified the age of
the founders, urban people recalled the wonders of pre-1657 Edo, and merchants
enshrined Genroku as an era of unparalleled opulence.”" There was a gradual
shift in the balance of forces between bakufu center and domain periphery,
another in the balance between rulers and ruled, and still another in the balance
between village leaders and villagers. Each of these had its impact on the events
that accompanied the mid-nineteenth-century collapse of the bakufu, and each
contributed to the dynamics of the modern Meiji state and society.

1. Population

If economic and social hardship was often sufficient to spark protest, consider-
ation of the root causes involved has to begin with the balance between people
and land. The relation between population growth and economic develop-
ment presents important problems. The underdeveloped world of the twenti-
eth century is full of cases in which population growth consumes the resources
of agricultural societies without leaving a surplus for investment, and the ur-
ban blight accompanying that population growth often seems to prevent eco-
nomic development.

Until recent decades scholars usually described Tokugawa Japan in com-
parable terms. They argued that rapid growth in the seventeenth century
brought the population to a Malthusian limit, exhausting possible resources
and leaving a countryside heavily taxed and incapable of further growth. To-
kugawa authorities were understood to have squeezed agriculturalists to the
limit of what was practicable, and farmers seemed taxed to the point that they
could neither live nor die. Early-twentieth-century Japanese historians, often
heavily influenced by Marxist assumptions, found convincing substantiation
in the writings of contemporary observers who recorded the desperate condi-
tions that accompanied periods when famine stalked the land. Yet this view
accorded poorly with other descriptions; foreign travelers who came to Japan
in the 1850s and 1860s described a smiling and apparently prosperous country-
side. The Malthusian emphasis was also difficult to reconcile with the dynamic
growth of the later nineteenth century.

More recently demographers who work with village records and the na-
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tional surveys of religious affiliation required by the shogunate come to differ-
ent conclusions. They begin with the contention that the earlier picture erred
in overestimating the size of Japan’s population at the time of Sekigahara;
earlier studies estimated the 1600 population at twenty million. It now seems
probable that some twelve million would be a more reasonable estimate. A
group of demographers led by Hayami Akira go on from there to discern
extremely rapid growth in the seventeenth century. Figures remain estimates,
for records omit many of the elite and urban floaters, but Japan’s popula-
tion seems to have tripled during the entire Tokugawa period. A major ele-
ment in that growth relates to the shift from extended and patriarchal fami-
lies to nuclear families among the peasantry; smaller units made for more
rapid growth. The land filled out, new fields were opened, and before long
even unpromising slopes were exploited for step-paddies and dry fields.
Seventeenth-century daimyo encouraged such developments by offering tax
advantages and, in some cases, conferring status (goshi, country samurai) on
men for undertaking agricultural expansion. From 1720 on the central govern-
ment also interested itself in such developments by ordering land surveys every
six years. The eighteenth century brought a slowdown of such expansion, one
that seems at first glance to justify discussions of a more or less Malthusian
stagnation. Now the demographers discern important regional differences.
Some areas, particularly those around Edo to the northeast, grew particularly
rapidly at first and later began to exhibit a net decline; others, previously
“behind,” continued to grow, although more slowly. Thus the most urbanized
and economically advanced areas showed a stabilization or even a decline,
while less “developed” provinces continued to grow. Later, in the nineteenth
century, growth was resumed in most areas.

Other scholars, notably Kozo Yamamura and Susan Hanley,” have made
important contributions to our understanding of checks on population
growth. At times natural disasters provided severe checks. The domain system
of regional autonomy made it difficult to fight famine by importing grain
from other areas. In the Kyoho years of 1732—1733 climatic disturbances sup-
plemented by insect infestation destroyed almost half of the rice crop in some
areas, and authorities reported many deaths and several millions struck by
undernourishment. In 1783 (the Tenmei era) volcanic eruptions showered ash
that destroyed productive fields and engulfed villages through entire districts,
and bad weather followed to bring crop failures for almost all of the harvest
in northeastern Japan; this disaster inevitably led to large-scale starvation and
population decline in the areas affected. Then, in 1837 and 1838 (the Tenpo
era) cold weather once again led to crop losses, and in the city of Osaka epi-
demics carried off one-tenth and more of the population during the Tenpo
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famine.’ Nevertheless demographers contend that specific disasters of this sort
(like astounding civilian casualties in modern wars) tend to be made up within
a generation. On the other hand the ecological damage that followed from
erosion, and the substitution of commercial crops like cotton for food grains,
clearly left villagers less able to survive severe climatic setbacks.

In another sense the relative stability of Japan’s population left the country
fortunately situated for the demographic developments of the latter nine-
teenth century. China’s population very nearly doubled during the eighteenth
century, but Japan’s did not. By the early years of the twentieth century Japa-
nese publicists were worrying about overpopulation and discussing possible
loci for emigration and settlement, but it had required almost a half century
for things to reach that point.

Recent studies also focus on means of population control that were prac-
ticed in Tokugawa years. Marriage in Japan was relatively late, and as a result
women faced fewer child-bearing years. In many parts of Japan young men
were sent off for out-of-season employment in urban centers, a process that
continues in modern times under the classification of dekasegi (“going off to
work”). Hayami argues that by the eighteenth century bakufu five-family units
(the goningumi) and prohibitions on the sale and division of land were virtu-
ally dead letters with very little practical meaning for the way people actually
lived.* Inheritance was, however, unequal, with the result that many younger
sons and daughters were sent off into service. Early forms of abortion were
common. In famine and hardship years contemporary moralists deplored the
practice of infanticide, but recent scholarship challenges assertions that it was
common.’ Rulers, who saw the practice as an implied reflection on their mo-
rality as governors, frequently warned against it. In any case, whatever its
prevalence, the practice varied by area, and within area by class and income,
which established the dividing line between those who could afford to raise
all their children and those who could not. One would expect infanticide
(mabiki, an agricultural term used for “thinning out” seedlings to ensure bet-
ter growth) would be more common among the desperately poor than among
the well-off, and Thomas Smith bears this out. His study of a village gives
the picture of constant movement in and out of economic categories (defined
in terms of possession of land) and provides eloquent refutation of theories
of “stagnation” and torpor.°

2. Rulers and Ruled

Another aspect of structural change in the Edo period was a blurring of dis-
tinctions within the elite. In the seventeenth century the bakufu had been at
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pains to wall off the imperial court from contact with daimyo, and in the
early years the distinction between fudai and tozama lords was also of critical
importance. As years of peace followed those of war, and the ceremonies of
civil life and status replaced those of violence, the court had new attractions for
the heads of military houses. Marriage alliances were eagerly sought. Bakufu
approval was required for them, but the central government too began to
concern itself with attention to the imperial tombs. Daimyo, whether fudai
or tozama, were increasingly preoccupied with the management and economic
health of their domains. High bakufu appointments tended to be monopo-
lized by a relatively small number of fudai houses, leaving other lords free to
pursue their own interests and advantage. So too with alliances formed by
marriage and adoption. Shogun Ienari’s progeny by his numerous concubines
led him to place sons wherever he saw an opening. He himself chose as his
consort a daughter of the (Satsuma) Shimazu tozama lord, a lady who was
first “naturalized” by adoption into the Konoe family of court nobles. The
dual court-military elites of Ieyasu’s day were beginning to merge. In the 1880s
the new Meiji government made that official in creating the new class of peers,
though subtle distinctions of “old” and “new” aristocrats remained and the
“new,” former daimyo, peers usually had more money but less prestige.

In the Tokugawa system, however, status and honor carried a high price.
In the ranking of domains and their lords the koku rice assessment brought
its appropriate honor and ceremonial reward. As time passed there was less
and less congruence between the real, or “inside” yield of areas as reflected
in koku assessments and their original, or “surface” rating. The fine distinc-
tions of honor and hierarchy that the system required were, of course, relative.
As a result the alteration of one ranking would have an immediate impact on
others. Although two centuries of economic growth and agricultural expan-
sion gave many a lord a tax base almost double that with which he was cred-
ited, formal koku rankings of domains were left much as they had been in
the days of Ieyasu. In the southwestern domain of Tosa, for instance, the
daimyo’s “inside” or real yield was at least one-quarter greater than the
202,600 koku with which he was credited. But since the “outside” rating was
factored into the daimyo’s court rank, the size and location of his mansions
in Edo, his seat when in audience in Edo castle, the size of retinue he was
permitted, and his ceremonial obligations, it would have been difficult to
change his ranking without changing many others. During the shifts of dai-
myo and domains in the seventeenth century, many houses experienced dra-
matic changes in their gradations of honor, but they usually did so in inher-
iting another house’s position or losing their own. At times a strong shogun
might catapult a particular favorite over the heads of his betters, and young
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and ambitious daimyo or their vassal mentors sometimes lobbied for eleva-
tions in the gradation of honor. Success could be expensive, however, and
conservative advisers seldom thought the game was worth the candle.

What is more surprising, though, is that in most domains the koku assess-
ments of villages tended to remain unchanged as well. Thomas Smith’s study
of tax data for eleven villages found that, despite the increase in acreage under
the plow and improvements in agronomy that surely brought village produc-
tivity to higher levels, village assessments showed no change at all for long
periods between the years of 1700 and 1850. Furthermore, land was not sur-
veyed systematically after 1700; by the “middle of the nineteenth century,
therefore, taxes were based on assessments a century to a century and a half
old.”” If this is so, then the benefits of good farming—improvements in irriga-
tion, in seeds and fertilizers, recourse to books on agronomy that circulated
widely—stayed, at least in part, in the village. There were other taxes, to be
sure, levied in money, produce, and labor, and these could be extremely bur-
densome. Matsudaira Sadanobu, of whom more will be said below, noted that
“it is difficult to recite the different types of taxes and miscellaneous exactions
in existence. There is a tax on vacant lots and gardens, a tax on buildings, a
tax on doors and windows, and there is even a tax on girls who have reached
a certain age. Taxes are also imposed on cloth, sake, herbs, and sesame seeds.”
Nevertheless the basic produce tax, the nengu, remained at or near its original
level in the cases Smith studied. It is difficult to explain this moderation and
abstention on the part of samurai administrators who have so often been
credited with pitiless severity. One element, though surely a minor one, may
have been deference to the wisdom and rulings of the past. A more important
reason is likely to have been the cost and difficulty of a large-scale regional
reassessment. In the annals of peasant revolt to which we refer below, even
the threat of a reassessment often brought complaints and protests.

The village world, however, was largely self-regulating, administered by
landholding families who often had considerable pride of name and back-
ground. They intermarried with one another in preference to forming alli-
ances with “ordinary” peasants, and they were often permitted the dignity of
(family) name and sword. They were also the ones who stood to gain, and
retain, the growing surplus of their land. The ability to retain part of that
surplus must have provided good incentives to increase it by diligence and
planning. Good farming brought its own reward. Hayami is probably not far
off the mark when he observes that although Japan did not experience an
“industrial revolution” (kikai kakumei), it did produce an “industrious revolu-
tion” (kinben kakumei) that prepared those situated to profit from it admira-
bly for a longer future.
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If leading peasants and village leaders stood to gain and increased their
share of the pot, as did prosperous urban merchants, the same could not be
said of most samurai. The lucky ones, to be sure, could afford to relieve their
boredom by entering the Edo equivalent of café society. In the 1770s Edo
culture developed a select circle of writers who produced a playful and satirical
gesaku genre that encoded some of the changing styles and values of their
day. Young samurai—those who were sufficiently attuned and could afford
to—mingled with theater and merchant connoisseurs to form a brittle and
witty circle of brilliant dilettantes in search of variety and pleasure. For many
samurai it must have brought relief from the suffocating life of barrack and
punctilio, and for merchant sons this represented freedom from diligence
and the search for profit. The pen names these samurai writers used were
often full of self-mockery that revealed their frustrations; “Troubles with cur-
few,” “Drunken indiscretion,” and, for one daimyo son, “Monkey with rusty
bottom.”

Equally striking was the section on sartorial advice for samurai in a hand-
book (“The Essence of Current Fashions”) for young men about town written
in 1773 by an “undercover” samurai from the northern domain of Akita at
the time it was negotiating for bakufu favor. The work is full of worldly advice
on attire, with sections appropriate to each social status group. Samurai are
told how their kamishimo trousers should be stiffened with whalebone, with
the outermost folds stitched down. The obi sash, they are advised, should be
worn on the level of the navel with the front slightly elevated. Done right, it
is known as a “Bye-bye Obi” or “Cat Teaser.” “Curve your back a little to get
the right effect,” goes the advice. Fashion extends to the sword; “When you
are wearing kamishimo, pull the narrow sword a little forward to keep the tip
pointed upward. But when you are wearing only haori, wear the sword straight
down for casual chic.” [llustrations supplement the text. As for kimono, “black
silk with crests. Lining in chic brown. Hem linings should show about seven
bu; revealing too much is vulgar . . . Since the general principle of formal
wear is elegance, stick with the classics. Don’t overdo it, though, or you’ll end
up being stuffy. The trick is in balancing the classic and the contemporary
... in the manner, so to speak, of bun and bu.” This is tantamount to sacrilege.
The long-sacred warrior values of sword and brush, bun and bu, stressed in
every Code for the Military Houses since the Tokugawa founders, were now
whimsically suggested as guides for proper dress for a night on the town.

But those pleasures were reserved for the few who could afford them.
Samurai lucky enough to have petty fiefs could try to squeeze more out of
the farmers who worked their lands, but the majority had to live on fixed
incomes measured in rice from the lord’s warehouse. For them good harvests
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that were accompanied by modest prices for rice were not good news. Urban
residents, forced to purchase items of daily need, they might encourage their
wives in the production of salable handicrafts, but this seldom made up for
their disadvantage relative to successful tradesmen and landholding farmers.
Thousands, in the words of Yamamura, “were motivated by the painful neces-
sity of trying to live from day to day and not get further into debt . . . It is
important to realize that the traditional samurai class was a heterogenous
group of men whose modal income was only sufficient to classify them as
poor by almost any standard applying to the ruling class of most societies.”"

The problem was, however, that a bannerman had to maintain a certain
standard of living appropriate to his honor. In 1855 one writer complained
that Edo samurai “treat those who are fresh from the country as bumpkins,
and the latter are anxious to become men of the world.” Another writer noted
that it was increasingly difficult to live on the income of a bannerman. “with
a stipend of 300 koku, in accordance with the law of 1633, the hatamoto must
keep two samurai, one armor carrier, one spear carrier, one traveling-case
carrier, two stablemen, one carrier of sandals, and two porters for military
services . . . Then the living expenses of the family of four or five, including
a maid servant, require an additional thirty ryo . . . if a hatamoto with an
annual stipend of 300 koku owes 600 ryo, his annual net income is reduced
to an equivalent of seventeen ryo, since he must pay an annual interest of
thirty ryo for his debt.”"!

The Yamamura study focused on the shogun’s bannermen, the hatamoto
from whom many bakufu functionaries were recruited, and provides numer-
ous examples of their difficulties. The bannermen did what they could to
reduce the number of dependents they had to support, sending younger sons
off for adoption and resorting to abortion and even infanticide as their eco-
nomic position relative to those they ruled declined over time. Daimyo tried
to reduce their costs by “borrowing” from retainers’ stipends, and the retainers
in turn tried, when possible, to borrow against future taxes from those below
them. Yamamura provides the response made to a bannerman of 700 koku
rating by three village leaders under his authority in the mid-1850s:

1. Because of your promise to reduce expenditures, we have, during
the past years, advanced tax rice and made loans. However, we see no sign
of any efforts to achieve necessary reductions in your expenditures.

2. Your brother is an immoral idler. As long as such a person is sup-
ported by your household, there is little chance of reducing expenditures.
Last winter, we asked that some actions be taken against your brother.
What is your plan?
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3. You have more than six servants including maids and horsemen.
Some should be dismissed.

4. Your representative asked us if we could assist in negotiating a fur-
ther loan. Even if a low interest loan were to be made to you, it would be
of little use as long as you have your useless brother. The temple from
which you hope to borrow does not know that you already have 200 ryo
in debt, but you know that you already have a large debt.

5. What is the purpose of your debt? As far as we can determine, you
are sufficiently provided for; and

6. To keep your brother is uneconomical. If no action is taken, we
intend to resign our post as village leaders."

Not long before this, the bakufu itself discovered that its command rela-
tionship with even fudai daimyo had changed. As mentioned earlier, in 1840
the lord of Shonai, on the Japan Sea coast, was ordered to change his seat for
another half its size to make room for the son of one of the shogun’s favorite
consorts. The Shonai retainers, expecting to have to move with their lord,
started collecting funds from major merchants and landowners. They, in turn,
were disturbed because the daimyo family to which the shogun’s son had been
assigned had earned an unpleasant reputation for extravagance—perhaps un-
derstandably, since it had been forced to move eleven times in two centuries.
Meanwhile the shogun, Ienari, died, but bakufu officials, their prestige at
stake, let the order stand.

Leading commoners went into action. Petitioners singing their lord’s
praises were sent to Edo, only to be rejected. Then groups got up their courage
to go to Edo to press petitions on high officials. The punishment they received
was unexpectedly light and encouraged others to try. Petitioners were sent to
neighboring daimyo to ask their help; still other groups headed for shrines
and temples to seek divine assistance. Conveniently, the young lord who had
been designated beneficiary of the switch died. At this point twenty-three pow-
erful tozama daimyo who shared audience privileges in one of the Edo castle
galleries intervened by sending a joint query to ask what was going on. “As
we have had no notification from [the bakufu] and have not been given any
information,” they asked, “we humbly offer this communication . . . since
Sakai [Tadakata] Saemon-no-jo [the daimyo slated to be moved] comes from
a line of hereditary officials, why has he now been ordered to move and take
over Nagaoka Castle? We hereby inform you that we wish to be told.”” The
order was canceled.

One can imagine how preposterous this upshot would have seemed to the
shogun Iemitsu, a century earlier. The daimyo interference, the protests of
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leading commoners, the preference of local merchants for the continuation
of familiar problems rather than risking new overlords: all signified corrosive
weakness at the center and dramatic changes in authority relationships.

3. Popular Protest

If authorities failed to extract most of the surplus from the countryside it
was not for lack of trying. Despite their best efforts, however, attempts to
do so were thwarted more often than they were successful. A great deal of
writing about Japan emphasizes a “consensus” model that would lead one
to anticipate a smoothly functioning social organism, one lubricated by
deference on the one side and paternalism on the other. The facts do not bear
this out. Dispute was endemic throughout the country in the Tokugawa pe-
riod. A modern scholar, Aoki Koji, has tabulated a total of 7,664 instances of
social conflict and political protest between 1590 and 1877, and more recently
James White, eliminating 333 that were wholly within-channels petitions, has
classified the remaining 7,331 to see what conclusions can be drawn." In a
brief comparison he finds Japan slightly less contentious than Europe with
respect to peasant, manorial, and other popular protests in selected periods,
but probably more contentious than China was during the Ming (1368—1644)
era.”

It has to be stressed that the vast majority of Tokugawa protests were
nonviolent. They had little “revolutionary” content, and they were not de-
signed to secure basic changes in the way Japan was governed or the way
Japanese society was structured. There was little talk of “rights” that inhere
in a “just” society that were being violated by officials. But there was, nonethe-
less, a broader and less legalistic concept of “justice” and reciprocity.'® Cooper-
ative and deferential conduct deserved “compassionate” regard from those
above.

Most disputes were brought on by the efforts of those in authority to
extract more than they were getting from those they governed—by a proposed
reevaluation, by the imposition of new monopoly controls in marketing local
products, or by failure to check on an unusually abusive or capricious official.
Disputes could focus on unfairness shown by village authorities (who allo-
cated, after all, the basic land tax), or they could represent a communal protest
against excessive demands for additional taxes or corvée labor. “Assisting”
villages along the major highways could resent demands for men and horses
to accommodate unusually heavy traffic.

Village headmen were responsible for remonstrating with higher offices
as representatives of their people, and failure to do so could earn them the
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wrath of their constituents. Theirs was not an easy role. They were the links
between villagers and samurai officials, and they frequently faced the uneasy
choice between “representing” their villagers—a role likely to bring on pun-
ishment—or becoming themselves the focus of popular anger, and risking
destruction of their property by the crowd. Still other disputes could be be-
tween villages; there could be arguments about village boundaries and about
villagers’ rights of access to woodland for compost for fields and building
materials. In extreme cases, disputes might become regional and reflect shared
indignation of villagers along highways or, as the period went along, economic
zones. In such cases outsiders, little-known individuals, could come to rally
enthusiasm and discontent. Such “entrepreneurial leaders,” as White calls
them, might help create or intensify an ethos of rebellion.

The Tokugawa village was relatively autonomous, and as long as taxes
were forthcoming, protests few, and order maintained, the authorities left its
elders and headmen to run things their way. Preventive coercion was difficult
to exercise. On the other hand, in those instances in which large-scale protests
were being mounted the first concern of the authorities was getting the farm-
ers to go back to work. The typical pattern of response began with conciliation;
exactions would, authorities promised, be studied, and rethought. Frequently
they were even reversed. Then, once order had been restored and there was
time to investigate, the allocation of blame was possible. Those judged to have
been in the lead of the protests would be punished harshly.

The village headman faced a dilemma that had no easy solution. If he
resisted the crowd he was likely to lose his reputation and the honor essential
to successful implementation of his role, and if he cooperated and “led” the
crowd he was likely to lose his head.

For honorable men desperate conditions frequently made the latter choice
the preferable one. It could also bring posthumous renown. Sacrificial figures
sometimes became the subjects of tales of heroism and even deification as a
merciful and self-sacrificing daimydjin, commemorated by a local shrine.
Peasant narratives praising such men provided the text for memory of social
wrongs and individual self-sacrifice.”” The classic case is that of S6gord, a head-
man who tried to intercede with his lord for his oppressed villagers. When
this failed he is said to have tried to intercept a shogunal procession in Edo
with a petition, and for that presumption he was crucified together with his
wife and children. Sogord was honored with a shrine at the present town of
Sakura, the site of the National Museum of History. His story became the
stuff of legend and was performed on the popular stage. It also provided inspi-
ration for modern-day farmers who stoutly resisted the inclusion of their fields
in the nearby Narita International Airport. In this manner gimin, “virtuous
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men,” became associated with a tradition of protest, punishment, and ultimate
triumph in peasant memory."

As traced by White, the rhythm of protest movements provides an impor-
tant insight into the health of the Tokugawa political economy. In early Toku-
gawa years protests were importantly affected by the sweeping changes that
accompanied the urbanization of the samurai, disarmament of the country-
side, and retainers’ upheaval related to daimyo transfer. Some early protests
were led by farmer-soldiers, but shifts in authority were not easy for farmers
who had to pay the price. On occasion large bodies of peasants would simply
defect and move across the border of the neighboring domain and negotiate
from there. When the population was still low daimyo were helpless without
agriculturalists, and many lords, recently moved to larger jurisdictions, were
themselves understaffed and unable to apply coercion. Early-seventeenth-
century codes often showed their predicament. In Tosa a code noted that
harboring a runaway “probably deserves the death penalty, but if we become
too severe the result would only be to make them flee to the next province
.. . the main thing is to keep them from leaving the province.””” When they
did leave the domain peasants sometimes applied for residence, as though for
sanctuary; more often the “host” daimyo, who could be expected to side with
his peers, would send a vassal to broker some kind of settlement. Then, once
the runaways returned, it would be possible to exact vengeance on the pre-
sumed ringleaders.

After the daimyo domains were settled and adequately staffed there was
less likelihood of a large group’s absconding, but instances can still be found
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In Tosa in the 1780s, rural pa-
permakers struggled against the fixed price at which the domain forced them
to sell their product to chartered guilds. Over five hundred villagers moved
across the mountainous border to Matsuyama. Their initial wish was to stay
there, but when that desire was denied they negotiated their return with Tosa
authorities. Matsuyama granted them sanctuary during the negotiations, and
a temple served as intermediary. The Tosa administration gave way on seven-
teen complaints, after which the protesters moved back for a “final” agree-
ment. That was followed by the execution of three peasant leaders. A few years
later the paper monopoly was reinstated.”® Again, in 1853 several thousand
peasants in the northern domain of Nambu decamped to neighboring Sendai.
They protested onerous corvée for public works, being forced to support too
many officials, and having to pay excessive supplementary taxes. As usual, they
demanded amnesty for the protesters. After the domain gave way on the issues
under contention they returned to their villages. The domain then hunted down
the leader, a headman named Miura Meisuke, and executed him.?!
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There were also disputes within village communities, usually against vil-
lage authorities for unfair allocation of labor and taxes, arrogance, and dishon-
esty. There were disputes between communities, about rights to irrigation
water, forest products, and borders. Undoubtedly, though, most protests con-
cerned taxes; there were appeals against existing taxes, against additional taxes,
and against planned reassessments. The reassessment process was almost sure
to arouse contention, both for its probable results and for the cost to villagers
who had to house and entertain the official parties making the reassessment.
Again, a new and unknown lord could inspire fears of change for the worse.
So could new samurai officials at the county office, the point at which farm
life encountered officialdom.

Collectively these protests are termed ikki. The word is sometimes used
to signify rebellion, but it would be more accurate to say it constituted an
agreement to seek redress. White defines the term as a “spontaneous, special-
purpose organization created contractually among (or between) either elites
or people designed for the pursuit of goals impossible to achieve through
ordinary channels or by individual striving.”* Ikki represented explicit com-
pacts and oaths, based on a relatively egalitarian principle in which those
subscribing—something usually done by signing names in a circular (“um-
brella”) pattern—shared responsibility equally.”

Some idea of proportional frequency can be gained by one classification
of 2,051 disputes: categories of ikki included 552 osso, in which complaints
were addressed to higher officials, typically by village leaders who could get
no satisfaction from those immediately responsible (White characterizes these
as “end runs”); 783 goso, in which villagers presented complaints without going
through their village heads; 230 cases of flight; 78 hoki, or protests that led to
violence; and 408 urban uchikowashi, or “smashings.” It goes without saying
that all of these were illegal. Indeed, Tokugawa edicts warned against unautho-
rized gatherings of any sort; they were termed #0t0, or rebellious group. (This
was not without its problems for modern political parties (0); in the nine-
teenth century members were careful to describe their organizations as “pub-
lic” parties, or koto).

White’s figures show that, from the first quarter of the eighteenth century
to the end of the Tokugawa era, contention gradually increased in frequency
and magnitude. In the mid-eighteenth century bakufu officials responded to
this with warnings to all daimyo that they were to cooperate if necessary to
suppress revolts. By then, clearly, the population had increased dramatically,
agriculture had reached some sort of limit of productivity in central Japan,
and urban developments made integrated economic zones of what had been
separate localities. The old rules against daimyo cooperation had to be sacri-
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ficed in the face of this greater danger from ordinary Japanese. Each period
of natural disaster, of crop failure and famine, punctuated this steady rise of
contention with spectacular increases: the 1780s, 1830s, and 1860s produced
waves of ikki.

Within this pattern, however, one looks in vain for truly “revolutionary”
purpose. There was little real thought of devising a different social order. Two
exceptions are sometimes posed. In the last few decades of Tokugawa rule
“world renewal” (yonaoshi), vaguely millenarian, movements swept major ur-
ban areas. But their net total was as often ludicrous and carnival as it was
purposeful. On such occasions rumors flew that divine signs had been seen
to fall mysteriously, usually on the homes of the wealthy. This would spark
rejoicing, dancing, and celebration. The wealthy so favored by the gods usually
found it prudent to share their goods, particularly drink, with the throng; the
resultant enthusiasm could sweep an entire region. Yet the “world”—jyo—of
those who rejoiced was more a cosmos than a society, and most participants
seem to have assumed the imminence of a more just and moral society than
the one they knew. A better case for revolt can be made for the intended
rising of Oshio Heihachird, the samurai official whose abortive 1837 rising in
Osaka opened this chapter. His was a special case, however, and it will receive
more attention below. Even he achieved little more than a conflagration that
destroyed much of a city that was central to the national economy and distri-
bution system.

Cumulatively, suppression worked poorly. Popular narratives of insurrec-
tions indicate a massive incompetence and often pusillanimity on the part of
samurai officials. These accounts are often based on fact. At Ueda in 1761, for
instance, the samurai officials retreated behind their defenses and communi-
cated with the crowd by dangling messages from poles rather than risk a con-
frontation that might turn violent. Elsewhere authorities might show sporadic
vengeful brutality in the suppression of a particular protest, but the coercion
was seldom consistent or sustained. The parcelized sovereignty of the bakuhan
structure also made possible gross discrepancies in tax burdens between even
nearby domains. As a result sources of dissatisfaction rose as respect for samu-
rai declined. In any case, bakufu and domain officials were aware of the tide
of protest, worried about it, and looked for solutions that would solidify their
control.

4. Bakufu Responses

The contrast between the urban opulence of the Genroku and later eras and
the rural hardship punctuated by protest, and between the comfort of success-
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ful merchants and the discomfort of indigent samurai, left few observers in
doubt that something was out of balance. For the samurai well-being de-
pended on getting a good price for the income they received in rice. Crop
failure brought high prices, but also made it difficult to collect taxes, while
abundant harvests drove prices down. Yamamura has argued that during the
first century or more land was relatively more valuable than labor; reclamation
and paddy construction accompanied the rise in population. Then, as com-
mercialization brought new markets for indigo, oils, sesame, and other prod-
ucts, labor rose in value relative to land. Small landowners began to lose land
to large, prosperous farmers (gono) and became tenants, wage earners, or
joined the urban poor. Commercial agriculture brought with it expensive fer-
tilizers. An entire industry, financed from Osaka, developed ground fish from
the far north in Hokkaido for the fields of central Japan.** The expansion
of cotton, tobacco, and textile production increased the possibilities for by-
employment. Writers now began to complain about arable land lying unused,
and about insubordinate and presumptuous landless farmers. In turn the poor
grumbled about the new agricultural elite. These changes came at different
rates of speed in different areas, of course, and benefits were unequally shared.
Japan’s rulers and those who advised them put the well-being of the samurai
first, but few of them were confident they knew how to further that.
Japanese historians distinguish three periods of shogunal rule as “re-
forms,” and then refer to the Meiji “restoration” of 1868. In many respects,
however, it would be more meaningful to refer to the “reforms” as attempted
“restorations,” since each of them tried to bring about a return to the remem-
bered fiscal and administrative health and vigor of the seventeenth century.
The Meiji changes, on the other hand, better deserve the term “revolution,” for
they brought permanent change to Japan’s institutional life. Not one of the
“reforms” succeeded in its goals, but each added institutional innovations in its
attempts to deal with the increasingly complex problems of Japanese society.

KYOHO

The rule of the eighth shogun, Yoshimune (1716—1745), has become known
for the reforms of his “Kyohd” era. By the time Yoshimune came to power
the direct shogunal line had run out, and his position as Ieyasu’s great-great
grandson and the last surviving grandson of Iemitsu won him the succession.
What mattered, however, was the fact that the new shogun was already mature
and experienced as the daimyo of Kii (Wakayama), one of the “three great”
cadet houses. Time and again the adoption of a vigorous “outsider” into ruling
lines, whether shogunal or daimyo, made for vigor greater than that shown
by pampered favorites who had known only the bloodless ceremonies of the
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sheltered elite in youth. Yoshimune provides a case in point, for he did what
he could to breathe new life into the institutions of samurai society. We have
already noted the vigor with which he sponsored Chinese and Dutch learning.

Bakufu administration reflected the hands-on direction of a leader who
knew his mind. Although he owed his appointment to the decision of the
rojit, Yoshimune allowed that institution to atrophy through attrition.”® He
instituted a system of office salary so that able men whose income level was
too low to qualify them for office could serve. He also developed an inspection
or intelligence agency to inform him of the activities of the daimyo. In an
effort to improve communication, he set up a “petition box” (meyasubako)
in 1721 to encourage suggestions and complaints, a device that was soon
adopted by many of the daimyo.*

In an effort to regularize administration and make it more efficient, the
shogun paid particular attention to administrative and law codes. In 1742 the
government worked out a comprehensive code of procedure and precedents
that became the basis for all subsequent jurisprudence. This was not made
public, but it remained the preserve of officialdom. Provisions limiting the
use of torture in interrogation and exempting relatives of those found guilty
from punishment represented steps toward a more rational legal system. At
the same time Yoshimune’s bakufu had no intention of being deflected from
its work by commoner squabbles; the government washed its hands of com-
mercial suits and ordered complainants to work things out for themselves.”
Commoners were expected to keep their place. Yoshimune ordered the diffu-
sion of precepts used in China through commoner schools (terakoya) that
were beginning to dot the land, and children were coached in the importance
of Confucian familial relations. Useful plants and methods were imported
from China, and a number of specialists came to teach as well. In 1721 an
edict permitted the import of Chinese translations of Western books. Confu-
cian scholars like Ogyt Sorai were put to work preparing memoranda on
political economy.

In all this, the watchword was practicality. Tsuji Tatsuya goes so far as to
suggest that Yoshimune’s rule helped to change the direction of Japanese
thought from speculative philosophy toward areas of natural science, classical
study, and textual analysis, a “shift that helped clear the way for the intellectual
revolution of the eighteenth century.”” Yoshimune also encouraged the estab-
lishment of the Kaitokudo, a merchant academy, in Osaka. Its scholars stood
out for the practicality and rationality with which they approached problems
of the day. One outstanding figure, who wrote under the name Yamagata Banto,
was in his business incarnation the commercial agent for the lord of Sendai and
thus deeply experienced in the complexities of Osaka trade and finance.?”
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The economic problems Yoshimune’s administration faced were compli-
cated by a crop failure in 1732. The next year this was followed by the first
urban riots Edo had known. In the years that followed the bakufu’s determina-
tion to get more out of the countryside even led to a once-only levy on all
the daimyo. For commoners, tax assessments were changed from an annual
inspection of the crop to a levy based on average yields over a period of years
in the hope of providing a better basis for planning. While this avoided the
expenses involved in annual surveys, it also left farmers helpless in years of
natural disasters. In 1721 Yoshimune banned all presentation of petitions and
took steps to deter agriculturalists from mass flight, thereby cutting common-
ers off from the few measures of recourse they had known. Draconian severity
on the part of tax collectors produced bumper tax yields for a time, but the
result was a rise in Osaka warehouse inventories and the decline in price that
resulted damaged samurai interests. In addition attempts to produce a higher-
quality currency by recoinage and to ban the issuance of paper money within
domains meant that there was less coinage in circulation, further lowering
the price of rice. In trying to control this process the bakufu ordered money
changers to organize themselves within licensed guilds, and in 1721 it extended
this policy by requiring the formation of guilds for ninety-six categories of
merchants.

The Kyoho reforms, in short, reflected the changes that had come over
Japan’s political economy with the rise of commercialism. Samurai adminis-
trators had no sure recourse for dealing with this. The measures attempted
indicated a new solidarity between daimyo and bakufu; at one point the ba-
kufu even borrowed money from the Kaga domain. Gradually the old prob-
lems of security against daimyo disloyalty were beginning to seem moot; the
desire for frugality led Yoshimune to substitute a screen of evergreens for
what had been a formidable, but expensive, wall around the great shogunal
castle in Edo. It was gradually becoming more important to cooperate with
daimyo against commoner opposition to excessive levies.

Toward the end of his reign, Yoshimune seemed to retreat from some of
his measures. The bakufu canceled its prohibition of paper money in domains,
and it vacillated in its policies on merchant guilds as well. In 1736 the bakufu
gave up on the sound coinage it had worked so hard to strengthen by lessening
the proportion of precious metal in coins. Gold and silver mines had been
exhausted. No further gold coins were minted until 1818, and silver coins were
minted again only in 1820. New copper mines, however, were coming on
stream, and in a period of less than a decade the bakufu minted more than
half the copper coins issued during the entire Tokugawa period. The Kyoho
“reforms” did, however, result in a stronger administrative structure as the
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bakufu tried to influence and regulate. Yoshimune’s measures showed that
bakufu officials had come to realize that changes in administrative procedures
were necessary to deal with economic changes that had taken place, and in
that sense his rule stands out as one of vigor and innovation. Unfortunately
Japan’s problems had grown beyond the capacity of the regime to deal with
them by administrative measures, and deep-seated contradictions remained
to frustrate bakufu reformers. For a time the bakufu managed to extract un-
precedented amounts of rice in tribute from its domains, but those measures
fell far short of the institutional changes that would have been required to
bring a real solution. Ogya Sorai advised Yoshimune that daimyo should be
released from the “hotel existence” which found them at the mercy of the
urban, commercial economy, but it was no longer possible to re-create the
conditions of an earlier day.

TENMEI
Tokugawa policies were characterized by broad swings between austerity and
consumption. Yoshimune’s Kyoho measures were followed, a few decades
later, by a new wave of extravagance in the Tenmei (1781-1789) era. It is not
surprising that when this in turn was followed by one of the most severe
famines of Tokugawa times, there was a new interval of administrative and
policy change. The chief policymaker was now Tanuma Okitsugu, a shogunal
favorite whose meteoric rise from page to grand chamberlain and member
of the rojii earned him the envy and dislike of bakufu traditionalists. Tanuma
had his son appointed a member of the Junior Council, and built up a faction
of officials within the finance office that gave him leverage over every request.
He himself became the center for favoritism. There was a good deal of gift
giving built into the administrative system, but Tanuma seems to have carried
this to new heights. He undoubtedly deserved the charges of corruption that
were directed against him, but it is also true that any attempt like his to in-
crease shogunal power at the expense of that of traditionalist fudai, particu-
larly by a relative parvenu, would have stirred opposition and would have
required extraordinary measures.

To some degree the tug of war between bakufu and daimyo, center and
periphery, had become a zero-sum game in which one side could gain only
at the expense of the other. Daimyo, especially the lords of major, integrated
domains, responded to financial pressure by developing mercantilist measures
for “national” (that is, provincial) profit, kokueki, by maximizing exports to
central (that is, shogunal) cities. The bakufu, in contrast, was trapped by its
responsibility for the national markets that surrounded the great cities, but
the points of origin of such products were beyond its reach. The bakufu, with
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its consumption centers, relied upon these “sending” areas, but they were able
to concentrate on exports and restrict imports in the interest of their domain
economy. A century and more of economic as well as political autonomy had
accustomed administrators and merchants to think of the domain as coun-
tries, kuni, as opposed to the larger “realm” of Japan.”

In trying to resolve this problem Tanuma was not afraid of innovation.
Earlier reforms had focused on the allocation of existing resources, which
were regarded as fixed, but he envisaged increasing them through policies of
economic growth. He took steps to increase foreign trade, and went so far as
set quotas for production for Akita copper mines with the purpose of channel-
ing their product into the Nagasaki trade, even though the domestic market
brought higher prices.”! Tanuma’s officials went on to grant monopoly pat-
ents, usually for a fee, for iron, brass, sulphur, camphor, cinnabar, ginseng,
lamp oil, and other products, actions which placed the bakufu in direct oppo-
sition to daimyo interests.”” He also invested major resources in a massive
public works drainage program designed to increase agricultural acreage.
When this failed, and when it was followed by crop failures that led to serious
famine, and as drought was followed by floods, the country was swept by
protests and peasant rebellions and urban riots so serious that Edo was practi-
cally without a government for three days in 1787. Traditionalists had ready
explanations for this sequence; the “voice of Heaven” had been followed by
the “voice of the people.”” Tanuma’s influence did not long outlast his years in
office. The death of the shogun who had been his patron and the assassination
of his son brought a swift fall in his status, and he ended his days in disgrace.

The Tanuma years brought a new flowering of urban and middle-class
culture. They witnessed the medical experimentation under the influence of
Dutch sources that has been described. Urbanized samurai and affluent com-
moners shared in the new wave of playful, satirical, and cynical writing
of gesaku. This was accompanied by a great flowering of the multicolored
(nishiki-e) wood-block prints that conveyed the delights of travel, theater, and
licensed quarter to townsmen who could afford them. Inevitably, traditional-
ists also associated this cultural flowering with the political corruption and
moral shortcomings they ascribed to those in power, and a new wave of aus-
terity was in prospect.

KANSEI

The “Kansei” (1789—1801) reforms were under the direction of Matsudaira
Sadanobu (1758-1829), a grandson of Yoshimune who had been daimyo of a
domain in northern Japan before being appointed to his bakufu post by the
young shogun Ienari. Ienari, who was born in 1773, served as shogun from
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1787 to 1837, and remained the final authority until his death in 1841. His fifty-
year incumbency was the longest of the Tokugawa shoguns. It was a half cen-
tury that marked a further blurring of lines within the ruling elite, for Ienari’s
consort was the daughter of a great fozama daimyo; to become eligible she
was first adopted into the Konoe family of aristocrats at the imperial court.
Ienari cultivated that court aggressively. He had himself appointed to a series
of honorific posts that ended with his designation as minister of state (dajo
daijin). He accumulated a large harem that produced fifty-five children, and
these became his pawns in marriage politics with daimyo from all parts of
the country, and that in turn contributed to the development of a cosmopoli-
tan and largely undifferentiated aristocracy. The neat designations of an earlier
era no longer had much meaning.

Matsudaira Sadanobu’s period of influence was actually short, for he fell
out with his strong-willed master and resigned after a little more than four
years.” He was determined that relations between the Edo and the Kyoto
courts be based on the primacy of Edo and that appropriate terminology be
maintained. In a famous dispute with Kyoto the emperor, who had been
adopted, tried to give his natural father the status of ex-emperor—but Sada-
nobu had his way and put a stop to it. Unfortunately in the next dispute he
ran afoul of his shogun, for Ienari too had been adopted from a cadet house
and decided to try to get his natural father the protocol due a retired shogun.
Sadanobu succeeded in blocking this too, but the standoff that resulted led
to his resignation.

Sadanobu was at the helm of shogunal policy for only a few years, but
steps he took proved so lasting and important that they can be seen as pivotal
for early-nineteenth-century Tokugawa administration. He began with mea-
sures to curb the corruption and ostentation of the Tanuma years. Frugality
was once again the order of the day. A vigorous purge replaced many officials.
District administrators were instructed to prepare injunctions to villages
stressing the importance of diligence, self-denial, and filial piety. Publishers
once again had to look out for censors, on pain of confiscation of their equip-
ment. Several authors of material judged indecent found themselves in stocks
and manacles. All reformers were sticklers for propriety in such matters, how-
ever, and these concerns were not in any sense new.

Sadanobu’s efforts to strengthen the economic position of Edo in the na-
tional economy are more interesting. The city that had begun as a consumer
of products from the western cities of Osaka and Kyoto had now become the
center of economic life in eastern Japan. The currency was revalued to dimin-
ish the price advantage enjoyed by Osaka, where the economy was based on
silver. Sadanobu wanted to make the area around Edo more self-sufficient
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and lower its imports from western Japan. In a sense, he was adapting the
mercantilist policies developed by major domains to bakufu purposes. Local
sources for sake, cotton, oil, and paper, commodities traditionally imported
from western Japan, were developed. To reduce needs for food Sadanobu
ordered recent migrants to return to their villages. The city itself became the
focus of administrative reforms. Sadanobu established a Town Office to over-
see social services and surveillance. He set aside a portion of land taxes for
the construction of granaries as a device to regulate prices. He ordered officials
to direct more attention to systematic record keeping, fire control, and roads
and bridges. Urban problems were now beginning to receive the attention
they required.

In struggling to deal with the effects of urban commercialism Sadanobu
resorted to rather crude measures. The bakufu announced that loans to samu-
rai were canceled, and rates for house rentals were to be controlled. This was
not very effective, for if samurai had become dependent on merchants it did
not really help them to try to punish the merchants.

Sadanobu, a student of Confucianism, was particularly intent on ways to
tidy up the educational and intellectual scene. Here he had more success. The
“Kansei prohibition” of dissident teachings proclaimed for the first time that
Chu Hsi Confucianism was the orthodox teaching. Earlier shoguns had been
relatively indifferent to ideological distinctions between schools, and Sada-
nobu himself had written that for practical administrators what mattered was
the way one lived and not one’s philosophical preferences. Once in power,
however, he was concerned with order and convinced that the growth of com-
peting philosophical schools created confusion. From this came the proscrip-
tion of heterodoxy (igaku no kin) of 1790. “Novel doctrines” of recent times,
he decreed, threatened the order of the realm; there was to be a “return” to
a central doctrine. This campaign began with appointments to the bakufu’s
central academy. Daimyo and domain schools, which were experiencing their
most rapid period of growth, soon followed the shogunal pattern. By the mid-
nineteenth century the writings of Ogyt Sorai had come to be considered
almost subversive reading in the bakufu’s Shoheikod academy. Not that other
schools of thought and interpretation died out. Many teachers maintained a
compartmentalization between what they could teach and what they thought.
In addition nativist teachings continued to grow in popularity and volume,
and kokugaku (National Learning) was becoming diffused throughout much
of rural Japan. Dutch studies grew apace; Sadanobu sponsored them and saw
to it that the bakufu itself began to collect Western books. He also tried to
contain them and restrict such learning to official channels. “The barbarian
nations are skilled in the sciences,” he wrote, “and considerable profit may
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be derived from their works of astronomy and geography, as well as from
their military weapons and their methods of internal and external medicine.
However, their books may serve to encourage idle curiosity or may express
harmful ideas.”® The solution was for the government to collect useful works
at the point of entry at Nagasaki and make sure that they did not fall into
unauthorized hands. Sadanobu also reduced the volume of foreign trade that
was permitted, and he lengthened the period between Dutch visits to Edo.
Many of these steps were extensions of earlier moves, though they were also
reversals of the policies of Tanuma.

In many respects the Kansei years stand as a symbol of an impressive
increase in education and the importance placed on it in Japan. Sadanobu’s
concern with orthodoxy was related to his desire for a more educated and
responsible officialdom. He recruited scholars from many areas for the ba-
kufu’s Shoheiko academy. Daimyo too paid more attention to education in
their domains. Throughout Japan the steady increase in the number of schools
showed that new expectations and requirements were at hand.

The bakufu, meanwhile, had now taken a stand on its “tradition” and
tried to define it. Henceforth the term “as in earlier years,” jirai no gotoku,
was applied in areas as different as foreign trade and philosophical inquiry
to discourage experiment and innovation, and it came to stand as a powerful
and negative warning. In retrospect it can be seen that the regime had become
more rigid, less resilient, and less adventurous.

KASEL BUNKA (1804—1818) AND BUNSEI (1818—1830)

The first three decades of the nineteenth century, sometimes referred to as
the Kasei eras, encompassing Bunka (1804—1818) and Bunsei (1818—1830), are
often described as something of an Indian summer for Tokugawa rule. There
were no crop failures. Peasant protests took place, but they were not of the
scale or intensity of late-eighteenth-century uprisings. School building contin-
ued to expand; there was now truly large-scale development of private acade-
mies and commoner schools. The “Indian summer” extended to include har-
vest time for many of the trends that have been described, and it brought
them into focus.

At the highest level of society the fixation on loyalty that had made daimyo
categories so important in the seventeenth century had given way to a much
more undifferentiated aristocratic class that had never known war and was
deeply rooted in the urban culture to which bakufu policies had directed it.
At lower levels, and particularly in urban areas, there was less differentiation
between the more affluent commoners and most sectors of the ruling samurai
class. This was partly the result of increasing differentiation within the previ-
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ously monochromatic village. Commercialization and developments in agron-
omy had brought with them an increasingly visible village elite whose white-
plastered storehouses, heavily timbered residences, and carefully tended
evergreens and gardens left little doubt of economic well-being. Many village
disputes originated in resentment against the favored status of the wealthy
who dominated village affairs, and had as goals alternation of or election to
the office of village headman. Some aspirations of the commoner elite over-
lapped with the needs of indigent samurai. Purchase of samurai commissions
became common. In Morioka, in northern Japan, there was even a price list
for status. Full samurai standing required 620 ryd, and 50 ryo got the purchaser
the privilege of wearing a sword. But at the same time youth organizations
(wakamono gumi) were resentful of such pretensions. They corralled their
members by ritual and coercion to maintain a different hierarchy. In 1827
the bakufu attempted to ban such organizations, but its success was limited.
Nevertheless the reasons cited in the ordinance are revealing: edicts warned
against harassing prosperous villagers and suggested that the motive was envy
of their wealth; they warned against organizing an end to village litigation,
and urged more respect and gratitude for “the benevolence of the shogun.”*

Most injunctions of this sort fell on deaf ears. Japan’s feudal administra-
tors were operating in a system of parcelized sovereignty, and they were unable
to affect the root causes or areas of trends that influenced the areas they gov-
erned. The bakufu could devise policies that would be helpful to its urban
centers, but vassals and daimyo who controlled the hinterland often had dif-
ferent ideas. Lords of great domains like Tosa and Chosht had their own
problems extracting exportable goods from their villages and limiting imports
from “abroad,” but they could at least control their borders. The bakufu could
even run into trouble within areas under its own jurisdiction. In the early
nineteenth century the metropolitan hinterlands were well on their way to
developing rural industrial and finishing techniques that were beyond the con-
trol of the bakufu-licensed guilds in the big cities. In the 1820s villages in the
plains around Osaka became restive when bakufu orders forbade them from
pressing their own oil from rape seeds and ordered them to sell to and buy
from metropolitan processors instead. Petitions from over a thousand villages
repeatedly asked for a free market, and the bakufu gradually loosened its con-
trols to avoid violence.

As the economic role previously restricted to official urban guilds became
shared with rural enterprises, the importance of the metropolis diminished
somewhat, but only because it had become an engine of growth in sur-
rounding areas. By 1800 Japan had five of the world’s cities with over 100,000
inhabitants, three of the world’s twenty cities with more than 300,000 inhabi-
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tants, and probably, in Edo, the world’s most populous city, one with more
than one million inhabitants.”

As northern Japan developed, Edo’s importance as a transportation and
market center grew. Travel and pilgrimage continued to develop, and with
this came even closer integration with other metropolitan areas. From its early
days the bakufu had designed its system of highways and post stations to
provide speedy and reliable communications. The standard time for official
runners to reach Edo from Osaka, a distance of 500 kilometers, was six days.
Then private operators in Edo and Kyoto began to supplement and compete
with the official network. With improvements in security and economic devel-
opment private operators in Edo and Kyoto provided express messenger ser-
vice, shortening the time to five, four, and then three and a half days. Skilled
operators managed to infiltrate the official communications network and in-
crease its productivity by purchasing the right to acquire, affix, and display
official insignia for commercial shipments. By the early nineteenth century
express communication service between Kyoto and Edo broke the two-day
barrier. Additional private express and freight shipping operators also spread
their networks into the rural sending areas that surrounded the major cities.
Private as well as official travel grew proportionately.™

With additional advances in literacy, the role of publishers also grew.
Guidebooks held out the pleasures of distant places for readers and told of
some three hundred temples in Kyoto. Other, more worldly booklets told of
the joys that awaited travelers to the restaurants, local products, and brothels
of Osaka. Santo Kyoden and Takizawa Bakin, two leading authors of popular
fiction, had readers waiting anxiously for publication of the next section of
their works. Bakin, in fact, used his profits to secure samurai status, something
his family had once enjoyed, for his grandson. Books were relatively cheap,
but the cost was brought even lower by the spread of book-lending shops.
Edo had eight hundred of such lending libraries, and in all parts of the land
circuit lenders traveled to even distant villages with packs of printed material
on their backs.

One would expect social commentators to note, and usually deplore, such
shifts, and so they did. In 1816 an otherwise unknown writer, perhaps a ronin,
used the pen name Buyo Inshi to produce a long jeremiad that provides a
useful summary of the changes we have mentioned. Daimyo, he wrote, were
infatuated with the splendor of their Edo mansions, and once frugal samurai
were living lives of idle luxury like that of the Kyoto aristocrats. Those who
competed in this desperate race for consumption frequently stooped to the
adoption of merchant sons and to renting out space to commoners in their
Edo homes; they sold their valuables and nevertheless incurred staggering
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debts at ominous rates of interest. Their military skills were long forgotten,
and they performed almost no soldierly service. Conditions in the countryside
were equally deplorable. The poor were poorer, the rich were putting on airs.
Their wealth made it possible to bribe officials, avoid taxes, and take even
minor personal matters to court. Happiness for the few had come at the cost
of misery for the many. Things were worst near the great cities. Prosperous
farmers in the vicinity of Edo, he wrote, had no hesitation in heading for the
courts, and they were not in the slightest fear of the magistrates who presided
there. The peaceful, relatively prosperous years of Bunka and Bunsei, in short,
were not without their Cassandras.”

TENPO

In 1833 a new series of natural disasters seemed to prove that these warnings
had been correct; Japan was once again in crisis. Reform attempts revealed
deep cleavages between bakufu and even fudai daimyo, between urban resi-
dents and inefficient administrators, and within the central bureaucracy itself.
The reforms of the Tenpo (1830—1844) era clearly failed to achieve their pur-
pose, and the era itself is frequently described as the point at which the end
of the bakufu began to be in sight. Harold Bolitho has written that “despite
its auspicious opening, its reforms, and its cultural achievements, the Tempo
era was to prove calamitous for both the common people of Japan and those
who ruled over them . . . for damage inflicted on Tokugawa Japan’s system
of government, the Tempd era had no peer.”*

That damage centered first of all on public order and satisfaction with
government. The bakufu cannot be blamed for all of this, for the crop failures
that began in 1833 and reached a height in 1836—1837 were caused by climate,
though it is true that the bakuhan system made it difficult to move grain from
one area to another. By 1836, however, years of unnaturally cold weather that
destroyed the delicate balance of warmth and water needed to produce a rice
crop had spread the damage from northeastern Japan, where it began, to cen-
tral and western Japan as well. Famine was widespread. In Mito officials re-
moved corpses from the roads so that the daimyo, Tokugawa Nariaki, would
not have to see them on his trips to Edo. In the cities the price of rice reached
levels it had never known before.

These hardships produced waves of popular protest. The yearly average
was even higher than it had been in the 1780s, which marked the previous
peak. The most careful tabulation registers 465 “disputes,” 445 uprisings, and
101 urban riots for the Tenpo years. The peak of violence coincided with the
peak of crop failures in 1836. The riots and insurrections were large-scale; they
took place in many areas, and involved more people than had ever been the
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case before. Bad weather, hunger, and anger knew no political boundaries;
entire economic districts and communication networks rose in protest.

It was in this context that the Osaka revolt planned by Oshio Heihachiro
took place. Oshio was a moral, rather humorless and conscientious samurai
administrator who withdrew from his official duties in disgust at what he saw
as the immorality and indifference of Tokugawa administrators. He then set
up a school to which he admitted students from all social classes. Himself a
stern samurai taskmaster, he did not hesitate to use the rod on his pupils. He
taught chiefly through historical analogy, and his lectures were replete with
examples of Ming dynasty loyalists. His intelligence, honesty, and learning
won him wide esteem.

In his teaching Oshio followed the Confucianism of the Ming dynasty
scholar-official Wang Yang-ming (1472—-1529), the most famous exponent of
a Confucian school that argued the unity of knowledge and action. In early
Tokugawa times several distinguished philosophers had taught this; Nakae
Toju (1608—1648), revered as a saint in his lifetime, had abandoned an earlier
commitment to Chu Hsi for Wang Yang-ming, and Kumazawa Banzan (1619—
1691), his student, had incurred bakufu displeasure for the severity of his criti-
cism of misgovernment. Gradually implications of subversion had become
attached to these teachings, however, and Sadanobu’s designation of Chu Hsi
Confucianism as bakufu orthodoxy in 1790 had seemed to end its influence
altogether. But Oshio was not concerned with orthodoxy. On the contrary;
he found the assertion that thought and action were inseparable a compelling
mandate to correct the ills of his day, and he traveled to Nakae Toju’s home
as a pilgrimage. He saw himself as a sage-hero destined to reform society.*
The sage-hero’s mission was to “save the people” (kyimin), and that is the
slogan Oshio had on his banners for revolt. He lived what he preached. He
sold his extensive personal library and used the proceeds to buy food, which
he distributed. It was never enough, of course. He also managed to acquire
some firearms and a small cannon. He then prepared a gekibun, or manifesto,
which he quietly distributed in the area around Osaka. Oshio’s manifesto read
in part:

To the village officials, elders, farmers, peasants and tenant farmers in the
domains of Settsu, Kawachi, Izumi and Harima:

From the time of the Ashikaga the emperor has been kept in seclusion
and has lost the power to dispense rewards and punishments; the people
therefore have nowhere to turn with their complaints . . .

If the four seas suffer destitution, the beneficence of heaven cannot
long survive . . .
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... We who are confined to our homes find it is no longer possible
to tolerate the existing conditions. We lack the power of King T’ang and
King Wu [of ancient China]. We do not have the virtue of Confucius or
Mencius. For the sake of all under heaven, knowing that we have no one
to depend on and that we may bring on punishments to our families, those
of us who are of like mind are resolved to do the following: First we shall
execute those officials who torment and harass those who are lowly. Next
we shall execute those rich merchants in the city of Osaka who are accus-
tomed to the life of luxury. Then we shall uncover gold and silver coins
and other valuables they hoard as well as bags of rice kept hidden in their
storage houses. They will be distributed to those who do not own fields
or gardens in the domains of Settsu, Kawachi, Izumi and Harima, and to
those who may own lands, but have a hard time supporting fathers, moth-
ers, wives and other members of the family. The above money and rice will
be distributed. Thereafter as soon as you hear that there is a disturbance in
the city of Osaka, mind not the distance you must travel, but come imme-
diately to Osaka.

What we do is to follow the command of heaven to render the punish-
ments of heaven.*

In this statement Oshio pointed to the natural disasters as sure signs of
Heaven’s discontent with the government. It was in the hands of arrogant
bureaucrats who were indifferent to the misery of the people. It was vital, he
wrote, to “respect heaven’s command and carry out its wrath.” He called on
farmers to break into government offices to destroy tax records. Others were
to seize control of the city’s great warehouses in order to distribute rice to
the needy.

Oshio’s Confucian certainty was supplemented by Shinto belief and incipi-
ent imperial loyalism. Saving the people went hand in hand with restoring
the moral government of the legendary dynastic founder, Emperor Jimmu.
Famine, ignorance, and suffering for the people, who were fundamentally
good, was related to the bakufu’s disregard for the court; Oshio spoke in the
name of the great Ise shrine to the sun goddess. Yet while he spoke often of
“Heaven,” he was concerned with the three provinces he knew, and his pro-
gram did not go far beyond killing the evil and distributing their riches.

The revolt, when it came, was a fiasco for all concerned. Oshio and the
few hundred confederates he had prepared for action had to advance their
timetable because treachery by an informer alerted the authorities. Oshio then
set fire to his own house as a signal to his followers, who sallied forth with
banners marked “Save the People!” and “Amaterasu the Sun Goddess.” They
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proved poorly trained in the use of the few weapons they had assembled, but
their incompetence was matched by the commanders of the bakufu’s force,
who fell from their horses and temporarily demoralized their troops. They
soon became subjects for popular ridicule. Before long, however, bakufu
strength prevailed. In the end all that Oshio achieved was a raging fire that
destroyed over 3,000 houses and 30,000 to 40,000 koku of rice. He himself
fled to the mountains, and his followers committed suicide or took flight.
Before long Oshio was hunted down, his hiding place surrounded by his pur-
suers. Before they could take him he set fire to the building and perished in
the flames together with his son. Predictably, the government exacted savage
vengeance. Of twenty-nine conspirators who remained to be condemned, only
five survived incarceration and interrogation. They were pickled in salt so that
their bodies could be mounted on crosses for the crucifixion to which they
had been sentenced.

Despite all this, it is quite unclear what Oshio’s political program and
strategy were. He based his objection to the stratification of society, and the
betrayal of morality, on Confucian universalism. By implication he can be
made to seem a genuine revolutionary, and later dissidents wrote in his praise.
On the other hand there is no evidence of planning beyond his desire to make
a moral statement. His complaint was with the “immoral” excesses and evil
administrators of his day. It was a pattern that recurred in Japanese history,
and in this he resembled the leaders of most protests.

Even so Oshio’s revolt marked something quite new. It had been led by
a samurai official of outstanding rectitude. The fires Oshio started devastated
part of a metropolis that was central to Japan’s distribution networks, and
virtually every domain had some sort of station or warehouse there. Conse-
quently the affair was soon known to people all over Japan. Oshio’s manifesto
also had an afterlife of its own, for it circulated widely in handwritten copies.
The evils of which he complained were recognized by people in all parts of
Japan. Moreover the country was being drawn increasingly into international
politics once again, and it seemed vital that its social and economic problems
be addressed.

In the Tenpo years reform became a matter of urgency for most domains
of any size. The Edo bakufu was slow to address them, for Ienari, the former
shogun, was still in charge and not inclined to sacrifice his comfort. Yet it
was widely recognized that domains and their lords were in trouble. Honda
Toshiaki, in a document he was too wise to publish, had written earlier that
“in recent days there has been the spectacle of lords confiscating the allocated
property of their retainers on the pretext of paying back debts to the mer-
chants. The debts do not then decrease, but usually seem rather to grow larger
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.. . there is not one [daimyo] who has not borrowed from the merchants. Is
this not a sad state of affairs? The merchant, watching this spectacle, must
feel like a fisherman who sees a fish swim into his net. Officials harass the
farmers for money, which they claim they need to repay the daimyo’s debts,
but the debts do not diminish. Instead, the daimyo go on contracting new
ones year after year.”*

Domain administrators did not have many options. They could “borrow”
from retainers by lowering or even confiscating their stipends, but only at the
risk of ruining morale or losing followers. For many samurai the advantages
of status, accompanied as they were by marginal income and boring routine,
were becoming marginal, and the prospect of personal freedom and possible
economic opportunity could lead them to give it up altogether. Administra-
tors could also try to get more out of their people. Every regime tried to
increase the taxes borne by its farmers, but here the risks of protest were
obvious. Moreover, there was frequently not very much more to be had. Even
Matsudaira Sadanobu had written, when he was still a daimyo, that “farmers
fear officials like tigers and foxes.” Nevertheless the effort had to be made,
and most domains did their best. The “reform” invariably began with attempts
to limit consumption through sumptuary regulations and exhortation. As had
been the case with each earlier reform, austerity was expected of rulers and
ruled alike. The next problem was that of debt and interest costs. Daimyo
could try to announce cancellation of debts to their own merchants, but debts
to metropolitan merchant agents, who were under bakufu jurisdiction, were
more of a problem. Often they were renegotiated on better terms. The danger
here was that once a domain lost its credit it could expect to have even more
difficulty, and higher interest rates, in borrowing more money. And every-
where there were efforts to increase han income. Methods varied with the
degree of imagination on the part of the domain, the means of coercion avail-
able, and the resources that could be exploited. Some domains put an end to
monopolies in the hope of stimulating producers and of selling permits to
new economic actors, but others established monopolies in order to keep the
profits from commercial crops out of the hands of merchants. Some programs
were clearly successful; others equally clearly failures. The programs in Sat-
suma and Chosha, southwestern domains that were to play a large role in
future politics, were relatively successful; in Tosa and in Saga reforms achieved
little. In Tosa the domain took steps to strengthen official control of exports
to Osaka, but much of the drive was lost in partisan wrangling within the
han bureaucracy. Saga was perennially in debt; on one occasion in the early
nineteenth century its lord was unable to leave for his domain because debtor
Edo merchants were camped around his estate. In the Tenpo “reforms” the
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domain proposed renegotiating its debts with Edo creditors over a 250-year
period, and in effect tried to declare bankruptcy.

In view of their future military and political importance, however, the
reform measures in Satsuma and Chosha deserve closer attention. Both areas,
it will be recalled, were large and integrated areas with a high proportion of
samurai, which were populations that provided the potential for coercion.
Both also had coastal locations that made it possible to exploit maritime trade.
Satsuma had the many islands south of Kyushu and its tribute system with
Okinawa, while Chosha had control over the Straits of Shimonoseki through
which much commerce moved.

Satsuma began with its debt of nearly five million ryo. A domain adminis-
tration under Zusho Hirosato cut that Gordian knot with military ruth-
lessness. On the ruse of conducting a survey he ordered all debtors to submit
their promissory notes, and once they were in his hands he burned them
and declared the problem solved. Merchants had little recourse against so
determined and large a domain; a number of Osaka houses went bankrupt,
but Zusho was never called to account. Further, the Satsuma administration
deprived them of future leverage by seeing to it that no more debts needed
to be negotiated. Meanwhile the han also took steps to take advantage of its
geographic location. Its Ryukyuan connection and control of Okinawa made
it possible to increase trade with China, and in time a trading station facilitated
the import of weapons from the West through Nagasaki. Satsuma’s southern
location and warm climate proved even more advantageous, for the domain
had long enjoyed a virtual monopoly on the growth of sugar cane. Zusho
ordered that all paddies on the islands south of Kyushu be drained and planted
in cane. Food had to be imported, and the zone became a giant sugar planta-
tion that was frequently referred to as a “sugar hell” (sato jigoku). Draconian
measures established quotas for production and made it a punishable offense
for even children to lick their fingers for the sweetness of the cane; adults
caught smuggling or diverting cane could be executed. Zusho also made major
efforts to improve quality control of other commodities Satsuma could export.
Monopolies were established over lacquer, rape seed, wax, medicinal herbs,
saffron, cinnabar, paper, and livestock. The result was that by the 1840s Sat-
suma showed a surplus. As a result the domain could afford to begin to de-
velop military strength.*

Choshi too had a large samurai class that should have made coercion
possible. By one estimate samurai, rear vassals, and family members numbered
50,000, over 10 percent of the domain’s 470,176 commoners. The domain was
wracked by very large-scale uprisings in 1831 and 1836 that must have sharp-
ened the administrators’ awareness of problems. They proved themselves re-
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markably inventive and systematic in their response. A government bureau
for savings and investment, the buikukyoku, had been set up as early as 1762,
and it was now directed to investment in income-earning projects like land
reclamation and harbor works, the latter in order to be able to attract shipping
from western Japan that came through the Straits of Shimonoseki. The do-
main was remarkable for its meticulous and systematic planning; an inventory
of the domain foodstuff production capacity of 1841, for instance, provided
detailed figures for each subdistrict. This kind of bureaucratic planning, com-
bined with a location reasonably remote from Edo and its distractions, made
it possible to whittle down indebtedness and bring the domain into late Toku-
gawa days in relatively stable financial condition.”

The bakufu’s Tenpo reforms had to wait until the death of the former
shogun Ienari in 1841. This time the leading figure was the rojit Mizuno Tada-
kuni. The reforms were deliberately cast in the tradition of earlier programs.
In 1842 a bakufu edict announced that “we are re-creating the policies of the
Kyoho and Kansei eras,” and like the earlier efforts those policies began with
calls for frugality, sobriety, and rectitude. In contrast, however, to the martinet
Yoshimune and the moralist Matsudaira Sadanobu, whose concern with per-
sonal perfection reached religious proportions,* Mizuno was a “known glut-
ton, debaucher, dilettante, and taker of bribes.”” One might have expected
calls to reform to have a hollow ring when coming from such a source.

Nevertheless the minister lived up to his role. The bakufu warred more
vigorously than ever before against unseemly mores and morality, arresting
performers charged with lewdness, regulating areas of prostitution, banning
licentious wood prints, and making examples of popular authors of off-color
tales by placing them in manacles and stocks. Frugality was enjoined as seldom
before; a stream of edicts warned against luxurious living and tried to regulate
deportment with rules affecting Edo hairdressers, commoners’ clothing, spe-
cialty foods, and festival toys. Once again officials were subject to searching
inquiry and purged if found delinquent. Farmers were warned against moving
to cities. Everyone, in short, was ordered to resume or maintain a proper
station and status.

In addition to striking against urban frivolity the bakufu looked for ways
to curb merchant profits and lower prices. Mizuno ordered dissolution of the
great guilds that had been licensed to control internal commerce. Here he
miscalculated badly. The guilds had operated to suppress producer prices in
order to maximize profits, but with a free market those prices now rose in-
stead. Mizuno’s campaign against monopolies also extended to daimyo enter-
prises, and in this his administration broke new paths. A year after ordering
dissolution of commoner monopolies, a bakufu order noted that
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daimyo of Kinai, Chagoku, Saigoku, and Shikoku have been, by various
methods, buying up the products not only of their own domains, but of
other domains also; . . . sending them to their warehouses, and then selling
them when the market price is high . . . This is most irregular, particularly
bearing in mind our frequent instructions to reduce prices.*

With attempts like this Mizuno was reversing the precedents of Yoshimune
and other reformers who had interpreted the tradition left by Ieyasu to mean
relative autonomy for the great daimyo. The concentration and rationalization
of national commerce had now created a contradiction between the needs of
the bakufu and those of domains with “national profit,” kokueki programs.
To the degree that Mizuno had his way, domains were hurt; in Choshua the
reform administration of Murata Seifa was soon out of power.

Mizuno’s efforts to increase bakufu income came at daimyo expense in
two other respects. In 1843 the bakufu tried once again to drain the Inbanuma
swamp along the Tone River, north of Edo, to reclaim it for paddy agriculture.
It was an effort that had been attempted by Yoshimune in 1714 and Tanuma
Okitsugu in 1785. Five daimyo were ordered to shoulder the expenses. Mi-
zuno’s stay in office, which ended the following year, was too short to see the
project through. It failed a third time, and was to succeed only after World
War II in 1946.

By all odds, however, Mizuno’s most ambitious and controversial plan
was one that alienated fudai daimyo and led directly to his dismissal. In 1843
the bakufu sent out orders to daimyo and hatamoto to surrender lands within
a radius of Edo and Osaka. The argument could have been cast in terms of
political efficiency and centralization, but instead it stated simply that “it is
inappropriate that private domains should now have more high-yield land
than the bakufu.” Had this been successful, the bakufu would have benefited
from an income increase of major proportions. This effort marked the most
direct challenge to daimyo autonomy since the seventeenth century. Moreover
it was to come at the expense of the shogun’s closest vassals, hatamoto and
fudai daimyo. Unfortunately they were also the ones best situated to intrigue
and protest within bakufu councils and channels, and within the year Mizuno
was out of his post. He was brought back briefly a few months later to deal
with a crisis in foreign policy, but his power within the bakufu was at an end.
By then he was widely detested, and after he left office commoners stoned
his Edo residence.

How should we evaluate these alternating cycles of prosperity and protest?
What do the events we have considered tell about the fundamental health or
contradictions of Tokugawa society?
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When seen in retrospect, in the knowledge that the bakufu was to fall in
the 1860s, it is easy to class the recurrent crises as handwriting on the wall.
Peasant protest and urban riots, complemented by contemporary descriptions
of commoner misery and maladroit samurai response, surely suggest an early
end for the bakuhan order. And yet, as harvests improved, towns rebuilt, and
order returned to the land after each cycle, the system seemed to renew itself.
Social change was continuous, but there was a remarkable dearth of sugges-
tions for changing society.

Devices to cushion change were everywhere. The village was largely auton-
omous, and at its best it operated in a communal manner. Agriculture was
constantly more efficient and productive. Gradations of status and well-being
outlined an organism that functioned smoothly. Notions of reciprocity, obli-
gation and tolerance were diffused by every public function. Perhaps because
there was in any case no real possibility of exit or escape, the Japanese tolerated
inequality and inequity, thankful that they were not worse. It would thus be
incorrect to think the countryside simmered with discontent. But it would be
equally erroneous to mistake its placidity for contentment. Outward deference
masked substantial distrust and tension that broke easily in emergency.

It is clear that each period of reform showed that problems were more
intractable and options fewer. Central Japan—the Osaka-Kyoto and Edo
plains that were the bakufu heartland—was steadily less “feudal”; government
pronouncements were dangerously close to becoming empty bombast. Popu-
lar culture was full of mockery that lampooned pompous formality and hollow
pretension. A commercialized countryside was no longer as willing to subsi-
dize urban guilds. Petty daimyo and bannermen were unwilling to bear the
cost of administrative rationalization and centralization, and a government
desperate for income could have met that need only by decreasing the support
it owed its samurai retainers. Samurai, except for the fraction that found pub-
lic office, were becoming irrelevant and superfluous, consuming but not pro-
ducing wealth.

It was somewhat different in southwestern and northeastern Japan. Com-
mercialism and urbanism were less advanced. A larger proportion of the pop-
ulation was samurai; and their efforts, if successfully enlisted by their superi-
ors, could make meaningful reforms designed to strengthen the domain
economy. Granted, their task was also less complex; the problems of adminis-
tering Kagoshima or Yamaguchi were not as intractable as those their bakufu
counterparts faced in Osaka and Edo. But although those domains remained
more military than did the Tokugawa lands, they were not therefore more
“feudal.” Reform governments turned their attention to surveys and plans
designed to meet the domains’ fiscal and military problems.



256 THE MAKING OF MODERN JAPAN

For this reason the Tenpd reforms have long been the center of debates
about their meaning. Many historians contend that the sort of government
leadership that was shown—successfully in Satsuma and Choshua, unsuccess-
fully in the bakufu—marked a new and more intrusive regime, prepared to
sweep away status divisions and restraints in the construction of a new and
proto-modern absolutism.*

It is also clear, however, that the system seemed quite able to continue,
perhaps through sheer inertia, until a shock administered from without made
it clear that changes so basic that the institutional structure could not sustain
them were required if Japan was to retain its sovereignty and integrity.

During all this internal change an awareness of Japan’s lack of prepared-
ness to face problems from without added to the concern of informed Japa-
nese. Mizuno Tadakuni had shown a somewhat greater willingness than his
colleagues to discuss this and listen to men who had made a study of world
affairs and modern armaments, but effective action would have required more
central power than even he had tried to exert. In the process the bakufu had
proved, as Bolitho puts it, too weak to offer protection for domains that were
trying to strengthen themselves, and too strong to allow domains to prepare
for their own defense.



THE OPENING TO THE WORLD

By the nineteenth century Japan had become more isolated and
insular than it was in early Tokugawa times. Dutch studies had
made progress and Western books were imported, but there was
little or no personal contact with outsiders. Commercial trade
with the outside world had dwindled as Japan’s economy had
diversified sufficiently to meet domestic needs. The Dutch had
continued their trade as much from inertia as from interest;
so long as it was a monopoly there was no reason to give it up,
but there were also few expectations of growth or profit.
Within Japan the richness of cultural developments in the
great urban centers combined with the effects of censorship as
it was applied to all discussion of national and international
affairs to create something of a cocoon seldom penetrated from
without.

From 1800 on, however, the national consciousness was pe-
riodically punctuated by the knowledge or appearance of out-
siders whose effect was great. Some were substantial intrusions,
others were mere pinpricks; some were from near and others
from great distances, but because isolation allowed so little dis-
tinction between what was near and what was far each could
seem formidable and even menacing. A maverick Hungarian
nobleman who came with tales of Russian invasion plans, a Rus-
sian emissary seeking permission for trade, a shipwrecked sailor,
a British frigate from the south, a chartered merchant vessel
bringing back some castaways; ships more often sighted from
the shore, shipwrecked whalers; a sudden letter from the king
of Holland, and then more warnings from the Dutch at Naga-
saki; all this came to a climax with great black ships from across
the Pacific, many times the size of anything in Japanese waters,
contemptuous of Japanese practice and demanding far-ranging
changes. All of this was interspersed with the social and political
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events already discussed, to create complementary vibrations that were to
doom the Tokugawa ship of state.

1. Russia

It began with encounters to the north, where boundaries were very indistinct.
That became a problem for both Japan and Russia as the issue of sovereignty
of the Kuril Islands arose in the nineteenth century, and the debate has intensi-
fied since the island chain came into Russian possession in the aftermath of
World War II. In Tokugawa times, however, things faded into the mists that
shrouded the islands.

The northernmost Tokugawa feudatory was the domain of Matsumae, a
rather bizarre land grant made by Ieyasu to a warrior who had joined him
at the battle of Sekigahara. Because the northern climate made rice cultivation
impossible, there was not even a formal kokudaka rating. Matsumae autho-
rized his vassals to meet their needs by trading with the indigenous Ainu for
pelts and fish. This was done by allocating special spots (basho) where Ainu
came to barter. That procedure grew out of a highly structured and largely
ritual exchange, usually of goods of approximately equal value, that had its
roots in Ainu tradition. Gradually Ainu chiefs began to make regular, usually
annual, appearances at Japanese settlements in order to obtain the Japanese
commodities—sake, rice, tools, cloth—that became important to them, in
return for the fish, fur, and seaweed in which the islands abounded. The Mat-
sumae vassals, who had neither aptitude nor appetite for trade with Ainu
villages, soon began to delegate the management of that exchange to mer-
chants from Osaka and Sendai. This in turn generated enterprises, soon fueled
by Osaka capital, eager to exploit not only the Ainu trade but also the coastal
fisheries. These yielded rich returns of herring which, ground and dried, pro-
vided highly prized (and priced) fertilizer for the paddies of central Japan.

Hokkaido itself, which was then known as Ezo, was not much prized or
inhabited by Japanese; late-eighteenth-century Japanese writers still thought
of it as a separate land. The southern fringe, where the Matsumae “capital”
was located, was considered “Japanese land” (wajinchi) because it was con-
trolled by “wajin,” or Japanese; in contrast, the far larger reaches of “Ezoland”
(Ezochi) were inhabited by Ainu. As the fish fertilizer industry grew it provided
the impetus for quiet moves farther north. Small-scale fishing was done by
immigrants who fled the poverty of their home. More and more, however,
they found themselves in competition with larger and more complex organi-
zations funded from Osaka and manned by contract workers. Commercial
exploitation of the area’s marine resources became steadily more intense.!
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Then, just as Japan’s northern reaches were becoming important to financiers
of central Japan, they also became known to Russians probing southward from
the Pacific bases that had been established in the course of the long process
of expansion in north central Asia.

Russian exploration in Central Asia began in the Urals and ultimately
extended to North America. As the pioneers reached Kamchatka and the
northern Kurils they traded with Ainu for the pelts of sable and fox. These
barren outposts had continuous need for food resources, however, and this
led to moves to the south toward Japan and ultimately east toward the coast of
northern California. It was a development that had its origin in the energetic
sponsorship of geographic and ethnological inquiry by Peter the Great. These
efforts continued after Peter’s death in 1725, though the contact was for the
most part fortuitous. In 1728 a 1,000-koku grain ship bound for Osaka from
Satsuma was driven off course and shipwrecked on the southern point of
Kamchatka. Fifteen of its crew of seventeen were killed by a troop of Cossacks,
but one merchant and an eleven-year-old boy serving as pilot’s apprentice
were spared. Five years later they found themselves in St. Petersburg, where
Empress Anna questioned them about their country sometime around 1734.
Residence in Russia required conversion to Russian Orthodoxy; the lad, Gonza
(now Damian Pomortsev), after further study for which he had government
support, received the patronage of Andrei Bogdanov of the Russian Academy
of Sciences and ended his days as instructor in Japanese and author of several
books about Japan.” This arm’s length contact was not accompanied by much
first-hand experience in the northern islands. Aside from their fur trade the
Kuril Islands had little attraction for settlers from Russia, however, nor did
they for Japanese. The few who ended there tended, as John Stephan phrases
it, to be “reluctant pioneers, forgotten victims of circumstance.” Japanese
castaways, moreover, faced possible prosecution and execution if they man-
aged to return home. Thus, although shipwrecked Japanese and Russian pio-
neers, sailors, and furriers were clearly in contact by the latter part of the
eighteenth century, neither government showed very strong interest in this
development.

So few were the contacts that those that can be documented have received
inordinate attention. Current Japanese and Russian historiography makes
much of these early attempts, partly in order to score points in the dispute
about sovereignty over the “northern islands,” but there is little justification
for attributing twentieth-century concerns to avaricious Cossack fur traders
or Japanese castaways. The most interesting of these is the Japanese sailor
Kodayt, who spent four years in Russia between 1788 and 1792 and is some-
times considered to mark the beginning of Russian interest in Japan. Kodayt
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managed to return to Japan, where he was sentenced to house arrest until his
death in 1828. He was of course subjected to close interrogation about his
experience in Russia and his knowledge of the outside world.

In the time of the Kansei reforms at the end of the eighteenth century,
however, the bakufu began to obtain more scientific knowledge of the north.
This resulted from the work of the great geographer Ino Tadataka (Chukei,
1745—1818), who began as a student of an official astronomer named Takahashi
Yoshitoki, father of the better-known Kageyasu. Armed with his master’s
knowledge of mathematics and science, Ind was commissioned by the bakufu
in 1800 to conduct a serious geographic exploration of Hokkaido. With this
beginning, he produced a series (214 sheets) of excellent maps of all of Japan.
In6 worked out latitudes and accurate distances between points in a system
that used the imperial capital of Kyoto as base for his meridian zero, and his
maps were so accurate that many of them continued to be used by the Japanese
army well into the twentieth century. With Ind’s work as a start, additional
first-hand probes of the southern Kurils were made by Mogami Tokunai, a
surveyor who had been attached to Ind’s mission.

In the years around 1800 Russian probes south to the Kurils and to Japan
became more purposeful. In 1799 they were delegated to a new company, the
Russian-American Company. Like the British and Dutch East India Compa-
nies two centuries earlier, it was authorized to administer territory as well as
to trade. Because it was so difficult to supply distant posts across the land
mass of Central Asia there was a new priority on developing Pacific coast
sources; this also held the possibility of trade with China and, secondarily,
Japan. Out of this came an expedition commanded by Nikolai Rezanov, car-
rying a letter from Alexander I to ask for privileges of trade, which entered
Nagasaki harbor in 1804. Rezanov cooled his heels at Nagasaki for six months
before bakufu officials returned from Edo with a flat no. This so angered
him that, assuming the Japanese would respond to force, he authorized two
subordinates to stage nuisance raids on Japanese settlements in the southern
Kurils and Sakhalin during 1806—1807. The result was hardly what he had
expected; the Japanese became more vigilant. When a Russian survey vessel
entered the northern waters in 1811 the Japanese managed to capture its com-
mander, Vasillii Golovnin, and held him for two years before repatriating him
via the Dutch at Nagasaki.* At first Golovnin’s detention, which he described
in a Narrative of a Captivity that became famous, was unpleasant, but after
he was able to convince his hosts that the earlier raids had not been authorized
by Moscow, his conditions improved to the point that he was permitted to
teach his curious keepers something about mathematics and astronomy. But
the Japanese made clear they had no interest in trade. “Our countrymen wish
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to carry on no commerce with foreign lands,” their response read, “for we
know no want of necessary things”; this was true also of the trade with the
Dutch, which “we do not carry on for the sake of gain, but for other important
things.” Actually the decline in interest was mutual; Russia had been drawn
into the Napoleonic Wars in Europe, and its Pacific efforts did not revive
until the 1840s.

Reports of these attempts circulated among intellectuals at the capital.
Sugita Genpaku, the doctor whose translation efforts we met earlier, was
alarmed to think that in the Rezanov affair Japan had affronted a vigorous
young power like Russia. He saw no alternative between granting the Russians’
requests and preparing for war with them, but he also thought the prospect
of victory was slim. This was because the fighting spirit of the samurai class
had deteriorated. Bushido, the cult of the warrior, was dead even among the
shogun’s direct vassals, bannermen and house samurai, who should be its first
line of defense. As he put it in an 1807 dialogue, “seven or eight out of ten
[samurai] are like women. Their spirit is mean, like that of merchants”; they
could not make an arrow fly two feet, and “they cannot stay in the saddle
even if the mount is more like a cat than a horse.”

Japan’s concern with its northern borders naturally led to ideas about the
defense of Ezo. Interest in the Russians, described as “red-haired Ainu” by
some writers, led to a work by the Sendai doctor Kudo Heisuke, who memori-
alized the Tanuma government in 1783 urging that defensive measures be
taken against the Russians. The innovative mood of the Tanuma years also
stirred interest in commercial possibilities in the north. In 1785 the bakufu
authorized the survey that produced Ino’s careful maps; other men compiled
inventories of flora, fauna, and natural resources. Now, for the first time, the
strange nature of practices that had developed during the years of Matsumae
control, with the basho system of delegated trade, became apparent. This inter-
sected with awareness of the Russian approach. Tanuma’s fall brought an end
to this active interest, but in 1799 the bakufu, reconstructed during the Kansei
reforms, decided to place the eastern part, and in 1807, all, of Ezo under its
direct control. The Matsumae lord was given paltry (9,000 koku) compensa-
tion in northern Honshu. Now attention was given to communications and
administration; a simple code of legal procedure was laid out, and barter with
the Ainu for local products replaced the exploitative system Matsumae retain-
ers had delegated to merchant entrepreneurs.® Bakufu officials summoned
Ainu chiefs to annual uimamu ceremonies, which now took on the nature
of tribute missions, at Matsumae and Hakodate. At these points of contact
assimilation to Japanese mores became the norm. Northern domains were
ordered to contribute military force for the defense of the northern reaches.
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Surveys were conducted to confirm the fact that Sakhalin was an island and
not part of the Manchu-dominated mainland, and reached as far north in the
Kurils as Urup, which had also become the southernmost extension of Russian
activity.

Before long the bakufu, like the Russians, became more concerned about
the impact of the Napoleonic Wars than it was with affairs to the north. As
the impact of the European wars affected Holland and Java, and hence Naga-
saki, the misty northern boundaries declined in importance. In 1821 Ezochi
was returned to Matsumae once again. The domain inherited the gains of the
bakufu interlude, but it was not equipped to maintain the economic reforms.
Trade was soon delegated to merchants through the basho system once again,
under conditions increasingly exploitative. With the increase of Japanese in-
habitants communicable diseases ravaged the Ainu population, and by the
time the bakufu took the area over again in 1854 a population that had num-
bered 27,000 had shrunk to 19,000.

The intellectual response to these matters was more noteworthy than their
political impact, and centered on the writings of two men whose life stories
serve to underscore many of the discussions above. Hayashi Shihei (1738-
1793) was born the younger son of a low-ranking bakufu official. When his
father lost his samurai status after incurring the displeasure of the authorities,
Hayashi and his siblings were adopted by an uncle who was a country doctor.
When an elder sister was taken on as a concubine by a high-ranking Sendai
samurai, Hayashi’s elder brother managed to get samurai status there, but as
the samurai soon died the family did not prosper; Hayashi found himself with
paltry status and income. But this did bring freedom from duty, and he used
it to travel widely in the Sendai domain; he even managed to make three trips
to Nagasaki. He was fortunate in forming friendships with leading experts on
the West: Kudo Heisuke, whose warnings about the Russians have already
been mentioned, scholars of Dutch learning like Katsuragawa Hosha and
Otsuki Gentaku, and Nagasaki interpreters from whom he managed to get world
maps. Hayashi was of course also educated in Chinese learning, and he seems
to have been partial to the teachings of Ogyt Sorai. Convinced that Japan
faced danger, he now presented three memorials to the Sendai daimyo urging
military and structural reforms to prepare for the trouble he saw coming.
Not content with this, he wrote an account of Korea, Ryukyu, and Ezo
which he titled Sankoku tsiiran zusetsu (An illustrated survey of three coun-
tries), and went on to a major work, The Military Defense of a Maritime
Country (Kaikoku heidan). In this he warned of the dangers Japan might face,
not only from Russia but also from China, which had fastened its rule on
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Inner Asia in the great military campaigns that established the borders of
modern China. Japan might once again face the danger it had known from
Mongol fleets in the thirteenth century, he warned, and it should look to its
defenses.

Unfortunately the bakufu was more concerned with its internal defenses.
In the Kansei reform crackdown on publications Matsudaira Sadanobu tar-
geted Hayashi for his temerity in writing about current affairs in defiance of
censorship laws. His book and the printing blocks that had been carved for
it were burned, and Hayashi was sentenced to house arrest in Sendai. Discon-
solate, he died there the following year. An individual of ability could not,
one concludes, overcome the restrictions imposed by place and status to chal-
lenge the wisdom of political authorities. At least he could not do so openly;
Sadanobu was, as we have seen, doing something to sponsor Dutch studies
and taking direct control over Hokkaido, but he wanted no open discussion
or advice.

The case of Honda Toshiaki (1744—1821) provides an equally appealing
instance of someone who tried desperately to penetrate the official wall of
silence to learn and think about Japan’s problems. Very little is known of
Honda’s antecedents on the Japan Sea coast of Japan, where he was born. He
arrived in Edo at the age of eighteen, studied mathematics and geography,
and gradually steeped himself in such Chinese translations of Western books
as he could obtain. His philosophical leanings were away from Neo-Confu-
cianism; he preferred the writings of Kumazawa Banzan and Ogyt Sorai, and
after seeing the effects of the Tenmei period famine, he did his best to deter-
mine how Japan might increase its wealth to overcome the pressure of people
on land. What was required, he decided, was some of the sakui, artifice or
innovation, praised by Ogyt Sorai. The development of explosives could lead
to techniques to open channels for rivers and also lead to the discovery of
precious metals through mining; the precious metals produced should no
longer be exported from Japan at Nagasaki but instead become the basis
for a flourishing foreign trade that brought to Japan the goods it could not
produce itself. Japan had the opportunity to expand its lands to the north
where the climate might approximate the stimulating air of the maritime
countries of western Europe; indeed, by moving its capital north to Kam-
chatka, it could develop its trade and wealth to become the mistress of the
East, comparable to England in the West. Thus a vague presentiment that
Russia might preempt Japan combined with poorly digested geographic
knowledge to produce the proposal to center a new Japan in the supposedly
salubrious climate of the mist-shrouded land to the north. Honda was wise
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enough not to publish his treatise, and thus escaped the punishment that was
Hayashi Shihei’s fate.”

2. Western Europe

Although the bakufu was able to dismiss its fears of danger from the north,
this was not the case with western Europe. The flames of the French Revolu-
tion soon spread to Holland, where the conservative political structure was
overthrown in 1794 and a new Batavian Republic took its place. This had
immediate impact on Java and the Deshima trading station at Nagasaki. In
1798 England went to war with the Batavian Republic and seized Holland’s
colonial outposts in South Africa and Indonesia. Holland’s republic became
a monarchy in the shadow of Napoleon, who placed his brother on its throne.
When Holland regained its independence with the fall of Napoleon, the de-
scendant of the former stadhouder, who had taken refuge in England, returned
to become king.

These events impinged directly on the Nagasaki trading system. The Dutch
East India Company’s autonomy had already been curtailed by administrative
changes in 1766 and 1791 that made it more nearly official, and when Holland
regained its sovereignty under the monarchy the company became a colonial
office.® During the period in which direct contact with Holland was cut off,
however, Batavia (present-day Jakarta) authorities had to negotiate with trad-
ing ships of neutral countries to supply Deshima. Then, when Thomas Stan-
ford Raffles took over as British proconsul in Java, Deshima became the last
outpost that still flew the Dutch flag, and contracts for supplies were made
directly by the Deshima station head. Rotation of station heads became impos-
sible. One opperhoofd died on duty in Japan, and after Hendrik Doeff took
over command of the Deshima station in 1798 he and his compatriots were
marooned there until the resumption of Dutch control. In the meantime,
from 1797 to 1817, a period of twenty-three years, Deshima was minimally
supplied by chartered ships from neutral countries; of those eight were Ameri-
can, one of which made two trips.” In each case the Dutch instructed the
captains to fly the Dutch flag and to conceal their Bibles and their weapons,
and tried to pretend that everything was normal.

As a result Nagasaki authorities were not immediately aware that some-
thing was up. The Deshima station chief, who was supposed to report on
events in the outside world, was slow and evasive in his accounts, hoping to
conceal the fact that he was chartering foreign ships. There had been riots in
Paris, the Japanese were told, but things had been brought under control. In
1808, however, Raffles wanted to add the Deshima station to his Java com-
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mand, and dispatched a ship, the Phaeton, to Nagasaki. Its captain demanded
supplies, and when these were denied, seized what he could and made off,
leaving behind a distraught bakufu official who committed seppuku to atone
for his failure. The Japanese then began asking hard questions. American sail-
ors in port resembled English; were they part of a larger scheme? They now
learned by interrogating Doeff that the American Revolution had resulted in
independence from England, and that tumultuous events were taking place in
Europe. New heroes, dimly seen, filtered out to Japan from these inquiries. One
was Napoleon, a giant of will and strength. Another was George Washington,
who had raised an army to drive out the foreigners, declined to serve as king,
and instead established a “country of peace and concord,” kyowa koku, the literal
meaning of the characters selected to render “republic.” At first dimly seen, one
was a modern warlord, the other something of a Confucian sage.

In response to these discoveries the bakufu took up Western knowledge
as a project for itself, hiring and co-opting the specialists who had worked
under a variety of separate sponsors or on their own. Its first instrument for
this was the Bureau of Astronomy. Foreign knowledge was important for as-
tronomy and revisions of the calendar, and that was why Yoshimune had
relaxed rules for the import of books in the eighteenth century. The bureau
had prepared revisions of the calendar in 1754 and 1798. It now found itself
charged with work in geography, and indeed was responsible for the explora-
tions to the north in 1785 and after. That in turn led to efforts to study the
history, institutions, and military science of the foreign countries. The bureau
was naturally able to have its needs recognized in the preparation of the book
order lists when Deshima regained communication with Holland. But in 1811,
even before that system was restored, astronomy bureau scholars were ordered
to translate an encyclopedic work by a French scholar named Noel Chomel
that had come into Japan in a Dutch translation published between 1778 and
1786. It was to be reordered time after time, and appeared on order lists regu-
larly between 1819 and 1849. Chomel’s work contained a vast miscellany of
entries helpful for everything from personal health and household manage-
ment to manufacture and merchandising. “Everyone,” its preface assured
readers, “can convince himself of all the verities, in looking for whatever he
wants, in entries that are arranged alphabetically the way they are in dictionar-
ies.”!” The bureau added many linguists to its rolls for this effort. By the time
the project came to an end in 1846, enough entries had been translated to fill
164 stitched Japanese volumes. They were never published, however; this was
official business and classified knowledge. Still, from the frequency with which
orders for the encyclopedia were filled, it is obvious that many daimyo were
getting sets in response to requests from their own scholars.
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During all this, Japanese knowledge about the West and competence in
Western languages improved. The Dutch station at Nagasaki became the
transmission point for the rudimentary study of French, of Russian, and of
English. From a Japanese perspective these languages, all of them written hori-
zontally and not vertically, seemed related. Moreover the fact that Europeans
dressed similarly—unlike the case with Chinese, Japanese, and Koreans with
their distinctive national dress—suggested a pattern of envelopment by a sin-
gle superpower, one the more dangerous because its nationals were devious
and pretended to be from different places.

Against this background the bakufu issued an order in 1825 to make no
distinction among Westerners but to expel them without thinking twice.

We have issued instructions on how to deal with foreign ships on numer-
ous occasions up to the present. In the Bunka era we issued new edicts
to deal with Russian ships. But a few years ago, a British ship wreaked
havoc in Nagasaki, and more recently their rowboats have been landing
to procure firewood, water, and provisions. Two years ago they forced
their way ashore, stole livestock and extorted rice. Thus they have be-
come steadily more unruly, and moreover, seem to be propagating their
wicked religion among our people. This situation plainly cannot be left to
itself.

All Southern Barbarians and Westerners, not only the English, worship
Christianity, that wicked cult prohibited in our land. Henceforth, when-
ever a foreign ship is sighted approaching any point on our coast, all per-
sons on hand should fire on and drive it off. If the vessel heads for the
open sea, you need not pursue it; allow it to escape. If the foreigners force
their way ashore, you may capture and incarcerate them, and if their
mother ship approaches, you may destroy it as circumstances dictate.

Note that Chinese, Koreans, and Ryukyu can be differentiated by phys-
iognomy and ship design, but Dutch ships are indistinguishable [from
those of other Westerners]. Even so, have no compunctions about firing
on [the Dutch] by mistake; when in doubt, drive the ship away without
hesitation. Never be caught off guard."

This policy, ostensibly consistent with Iemitsu’s decrees two centuries earlier,
was actually far more sweeping. Earlier policy would have been to mobilize
coastal daimyo to intercept a foreign presence; now watchers were to shoot
on sight without hesitation or without thinking twice, ni-nen naku. Yet it was
not a product of ignorant obscurantism, but drawn from the advice of an
outstanding intellectual and student of foreign languages. Takahashi Kageyasu
(1785—1829) was the son and successor to the astronomy bureau scholar who
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had organized the surveys of northern Japan. His reading had taught him that
the coasts of foreign countries were not open to casual entrance; ships re-
questing entrance approached ports with proper protocol, but “when ships
from a nation with whom diplomatic relations are not maintained tries to
enter, blank rounds are fired from the nearest cannon on shore. It is custom-
ary for those ships to leave the harbor after thus being informed that entry
is not permitted.”*? In Takahashi’s mind the policy he proposed for the bakufu
was a bit strict, but since foreigners were becoming such a nuisance, gathering
“like flies to a bowl of rice,” stern measures were justified. He and his like
assumed that the foreigners so challenged would learn their lesson and sail
away, leaving Japan at peace.

Takahashi was by no means “antiforeign” in a visceral sense, as can be
seen from the friendship he developed with Philipp Franz von Siebold (1796—
1866), a German savant mentioned earlier who was attached to the Deshima
Dutch station between 1823 and 1828. The Dutch alerted their hosts to Sie-
bold’s unusual qualifications, and gave him the title of “surgeon major, au-
thorized to conduct a survey of the natural history of the realm.” The Japanese
in turn permitted him to set up a school on the outskirts of Nagasaki where
he taught a total of fifty-six students.” Siebold made major contributions to
Japanese medical science, and made it possible for Takahashi to acquire Dutch
translations of English explorers’ accounts as well as the work of the Russian
Krusenstern. While in Edo, where he accompanied the Dutch mission’s qua-
drennial trip, Siebold also met daily with Mogami Tokunai and informed
himself about Ainu life, culture, and language. As he was preparing to leave
in 1828, however, it was discovered that Takahashi had given him in exchange
a copy of Ino Tadataka’s map. The bakufu reaction was harsh; twenty-three
of Siebold’s students were taken into custody; Siebold himself was arrested
and expelled. Takahashi, despite his distinction and achievements, died under
interrogation. His corpse was preserved in salt for transport to Edo and a
proper beheading.

A decade later things became even more discouraging for specialists in
Western studies, thanks to the Morrison affair and the bansha no goku, or
“purge of barbarian scholars.” As with Sugita’s alarm about Rezanov’s rejec-
tion, this was based on misinformation with dark expectations of a danger
that had already passed. But the alarm was real enough. In 1838 an American-
owned merchant ship, the Morrison, arrived with seven shipwrecked Japanese
on board in the hope of winning trade privileges in return for this demonstra-
tion of compassion. The effort failed; in line with the 1825 “don’t think twice”
order, shore batteries at Edo and again at Kagoshima fired, and the ship re-
turned to Canton with its cargo of castaways. After the Dutch reported, mis-
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takenly, that the vessel had been English, a group of scholars who called them-
selves the “bansha” began to meet to discuss the possible significance of that
event. At the center was Watanabe Kazan (1793-1841), a high-ranking retainer
in the small fudai domain of Tawara. His interest began with the study of
Western painting, and he went on to concern himself with matters of national
defense by reading widely and consulting with specialists in Western studies.
Among them was one of Siebold’s prize students, a man who had gone under-
ground after Siebold’s expulsion. It was as able and cosmopolitan a group as
could be found.

Takano Choei, the Siebold student, wrote “The Story of a Dream,” in
which he revealed his fear that the bakufu policy of unthinking repulse of
foreigners would make an enemy of England and tarnish the name of Japan
in world affairs. For this he was sentenced to life imprisonment, but managed
to escape and support himself for a time by translation. A colleague, Kozeki
San’ei (1778-1839), committed suicide rather than run the risk of capture,
interrogation, and torture.

Watanabe himself became an inviting target for denunciation and slander.
Investigators discovered an essay he had written in which he argued that, given
the power of the West, stubborn resistance by Japan could only lead to disas-
ter; “one may call them barbarians,” he wrote, “but they will not resort to
arms without an excuse.” In all Asia, he argued, Japan was the only country
that had managed to retain its sovereignty, for even China had fallen to the
Manchus in the seventeenth century. The West, however, was a more potent
predator than Asia had ever known, for its strength in science and technology
and its open class structure and effective political institutions gave it a dynamic
that other rivals lacked.

Watanabe’s pamphlet discovered, he was denounced, convicted, and sen-
tenced to permanent confinement in his Tawara domain. Two years later,
when he was caught in violation of the terms of his sentence by sending paint-
ings to Edo for sale, he committed seppuku to spare his daimyo further diffi-
culty, leaving a poignant and celebrated lament, “disloyal, unfilial!” (fuch,
fuko!)."

It is impossible not to sympathize with the men who paid a heavy price
for the knowledge they had of the Western world. Sugita Genpaku’s descen-
dant Sugita Seikei, employed as a Dutch translator by the bakufu, could not
get the word “freedom” out of his mind after encountering it in his work. A
contemporary who compiled a history of Dutch studies, wrote that

when he heard that Takahashi, Watanabe, Takano, Takashima and others
had been seized for spreading foreign ideas he feared he too was asking
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for trouble. He held himself in check and was very careful not to let [the
Dutch for “freedom™] slip from his mouth.

The only way he could find solace for the heaviness of his spirit was
by drinking, but when he was drunk he could not keep from shouting
“Vrijheit!”

And yet it would be wrong to conclude that these men were necessarily
“pro-Western,” as their enemies often charged, or intent on changes in the
society they knew. Some, to be sure, envisaged changes to strengthen Japan
that would have constituted radical innovations in the closed social system by
valorizing ability. Many more, however, were eager to place their knowledge at
the disposal of the authorities and thereby strengthen Japan’s defenses. They
were virtually one in dreading the newly intrusive West; metaphors like “flies
on a bowl of rice” and “ravenous beasts” convey the revulsion with which
they saw the Westerners who disturbed the tranquillity of Japan’s coasts.

Probably the most influential writing of these years was Aizawa Seishisai’s
“New Theses,” written in 1825 (but not yet published) by the Mito retainer
we have mentioned earlier. Aizawa himself was learned in Chinese philosophy
and by no means ignorant of Western knowledge, but it will be recalled that
he was also dedicated to the superiority of Japan’s “Divine Realm,” which
“rightly constitutes the head and shoulders of the world and controls all na-
tions.” Its superiority inhered in its unbroken imperial line. The barbarians,
however, “unmindful of their base position at the lower extremities of the
world, have been scurrying impudently across the Four Seas, trampling other
nations underfoot. Now they are audacious enough to challenge our exalted
position in the world. What manner of insolence is this?”'® Aizawa also warned
against dangers that inhered in studies of the West:

One source of harm that has appeared of late is Dutch Studies. This dis-
cipline grew out of translation work—the reading and deciphering of
Dutch books by specially trained interpreter-officials. There is no harm in
Dutch Studies itself; the harm comes when some dupe with a smattering
of second-hand knowledge of foreign affairs mistakenly lauds the far-
fetched notions spun out by Western barbarians, or publishes books to
that effect in an attempt to transform our Middle Kingdom to barbarian
ways. There are, moreover, many curiosities and concoctions from abroad
that dazzle the eyes and entice our people to glorify foreign ways. Should
the wily barbarians someday be tempted to take advantage of this situation
and entice our stupid commoners to adopt beliefs and customs that reek
of barbarism, how could we stop them? [The Book of Changes tells us,]
“The lining of frost on which we tread [in early winter soon] turns into
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a hard sheet of ice.” We must adopt appropriate measures to thwart them
now before it is too late."”

3. News from China

A few years after the bakufu crackdown on Watanabe Kazan and his friends,
shattering news came into Nagasaki. The British government, having suc-
ceeded to the place of the long-compliant East India Company, had refused
to accept Chinese destruction of opium stocks in Canton, insisting on the
sanctity of property. War had broken out in 1838 and the treaty of Nanking,
which followed in 1842, had forced China into a new set of institutional rela-
tionships that were to become known as the treaty port system. What this
meant for Western countries, led by England, which was tired of its trade
deficits in the tea trade and anxious for markets in which to sell the products
of its new mills, was full access for trade in selected ports. Its goods were
guaranteed a low fixed tariff when entering and leaving those ports. Individu-
als engaged in that trade would enjoy protection under Western law, in the
form of extraterritoriality administered in consular courts by British judges.
“Free trade” on these terms was thus to be carried out on Western terms.
This constituted a loss of sovereignty for China. The most-favored-nation
clause extended privileges gained by any Western power to all other Western
powers.

It was some time before the full dimensions of this settlement became
apparent to the Japanese, but distance and isolation heightened the sense of
shock and crisis. Mizuno Tadakuni, still in office despite the failure of his
Tenpo reforms, wrote that “This concerns a foreign country, but I think it
should provide a good warning for us.”

Nagasaki provided two channels for transmission. One was the Dutch.
They were soon questioned closely, but the results of such interrogations could
to a large extent be kept under control. This was not the case with books
from China, for all educated Japanese could read them. Moreover, the very
system of supervision of imports the bakufu had installed at Nagasaki served
to alert officials at the center. News traveled as though through a central ner-
vous system.

The circulation of works by the author Wei Yiian provides a case in
point. His book describing Chinese military problems with rebellions and
border conflicts was written in 1842, reached Nagasaki in 1844, and was soon
in the hands of members of the Senior Council including its new head, Abe
Masahiro. An even more influential work, Hai-kuo t’u-chih, an illustrated ge-
ography of maritime countries, was first published in China in 1844. When
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three copies reached Nagasaki in 1851 the censor, thinking it might be consid-
ered dangerous, alerted his superiors and requested instructions. In a short
time three members of the Senior Council had copies. A few years later an-
other seven were in the hands of other bakufu authorities and eight went on
sale. Before long a Japanese edition edited by a specialist in Chinese studies,
Shionoya T6in, was circulating. Japanese editions put these books in the hands
of leading officials as well as samurai intellectuals, who learned about Western
expansion from them.” The samurai intellectual Sakuma Shézan, who sub-
mitted a memorial urging more attention to coastal defense, wrote that when

the English barbarians were invading the Ch’ing empire . . . I, greatly la-
menting the events of the time, submitted a plan in a memorial . . . Later
I saw the Sheng-Wu Chi of the Chinese writer Wei Yian. Wei had also
written out of sorrow over recent events . . . while Wei wrote only four
months before I submitted my memorial, the two of us, without having
had any previous consultation, were often in complete agreement. Ah! Wei
and I were born in different places and did not even know each other’s
name. Is it not singular that we both wrote lamenting the times during
the same year, and that our views were in accord without our having met?*

Shionoya T6in, who edited (in Chinese) Japanese editions of Wei’s books,
went on to write his own account deploring the lax preparation China’s rulers
had shown; for him China’s fate underscored the cultural and political threat
posed by the West. Like Aizawa Seishisai, he warned of attempts by Westerners
to infiltrate Confucian society and subvert ignorant commoners by devious
tactics. As a scholar who had devoted his life to mastering and applying the
wisdom of China, he was left without moorings as he witnessed the inability
of his ideal state to respond effectively to the West, and his distress finds
eloquent echo in his loathing of even Western-style writing.

Important as Wei Yiian’s work was for intellectuals, however, popular
accounts reached many more readers. Mineto Fiko’s Kaigai shinwa, written
in 1849, was an illustrated popular account based almost entirely on Chinese
sources and presented in the style of Japanese classical war tales. Bob Waka-
bayashi notes that the work “enjoyed a broad circulation in late Tokugawa
times,” and “helped create a whole genre of fictionalized or semi-fictionalized
accounts of the Opium Wars and Taiping Rebellion” in late Tokugawa and
early Meiji Japan as well.” From this work readers could follow, with some
inaccuracies, the successive encounters of the war. According to the Kaigai
shinwa account, moreover, the war had not by any means been as sweeping
a victory for Western technology as the West (and Japanese leaders) thought
it was. Ordinary Chinese soldiers had fought with courage, only to have their
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cause betrayed by cowardly Chinese officials who feared their own people as
much as they did the foreigners. (This explanation that valiant soldiers had
been betrayed by cowardly officials would return to haunt bakufu negotiators
a decade later.) Mineto initially failed to get approval for publishing his book
and spent two years in prison, but by then the damage had been done; the
book was out. Toin, who had edited the Japanese edition of Wei Yiian, pro-
vided striking evidence of the way China’s fate could distress Japanese intellec-
tuals:

The Chinese say: “Foreign countries are separated from China by a dis-
tance of sixty or seventy thousand miles. They will not come and rob us.”
But the Chinese do not know that the foreigners have made their beds on
the waves and that their colonies are very near . . . they do not realize
that armoured ships are like mountains and that Chinese traitors are as
multitudinous as flies: . . . Now the foreign barbarians are very clever at
conquering people’s hearts. For they scheme in such a way: if soldiers are
used to conquer the land, then this does not imply that the population
has submitted itself . . . It is far better to lead the people on by means of
the Christian Faith . . . If then, afterwards, we seize some good opportunity
for invading the country, then, without losing a single soldier, and without
spending one single gold piece, we will make the people our faithful ser-
vants. [Nevertheless] That the foreigners can conquer the hearts of our
people is because we ourselves have alienated our people from us. For, if
we ourselves had not lost the heart of our people then, even if the foreign-
ers tried to allure them with a hundred means, they would not have a
chance of conquering them . . . [Worst of all, the foreigners are now infil-
trating by learning our language] . . . Except for our country, there are
only Annam, Korea, and a few other countries that employ the Chinese
script. As the others do not know the characters how can they understand
the teachings [contained in them]?

Shionoya now went on to contrast Western with East Asian scripts, a differ-
ence that seemed to symbolize the gulf between Western depravity and Eastern
elegance:

Now as regards the shape of foreign letters, they are confused and irregular,
wriggling like snakes or larvae of mosquitos. The straight ones are like
dog’s teeth, the round ones are like worms. The crooked ones are like the
fore legs of a mantis, the stretched ones are like slime lines left by snails.
They resemble dried bones or decaying skulls, rotten bellies of dead snakes
or parched vipers. In the construction of their dots and lines, one misses
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the balance of the pictorial characters, the significance of the suggestive
compounds, and the deep meaning of the indicative [Chinese] characters

. [characters] are evenly balanced and well-proportioned, their shape
is luxuriant and graceful, their demeanor is like that of correct literati,
they seem to look backward and aside like beautiful women, they are deftly
constructed like golden palaces or sacrificial vessels . . . [Because they real-
ize this] the Russians sent students to Peking, and the English asked to be
allowed to follow their example . . . Here is an ominous sign.”

Bakufu officials supplemented the reports they received from China with a
questionnaire addressed to the Dutch at Nagasaki. From them they learned
the size of the English force in China, and the capabilities of ships powered
by steam. “Why have the Tartars [Manchus] lost,” one question read, “since
they are said to be brave enough?” The answer was direct: “Bravery alone is
not sufficient, the art of war demands something more. No outlandish power
can compete with a European one, as can be seen by the great realm of China
which has been conquered by only four thousand men.”*

In the face of such discouraging news, Mizuno Tadakuni, who returned
to head the Senior Council for a brief period, came to the decision that the
“don’t think twice” edict of 1825 would have to be abandoned. A circular
addressed to officials and domains, and read to the Dutch station chief at
Deshima, explained that compassion had led the shogun to revert to proce-
dures of earlier periods. “It is not thought fitting to drive away all foreign
ships irrespective of their condition, in spite of their lack of supplies, or of
their having stranded, or their suffering from stress of weather. In accordance
with the ordinance of 1806, after investigating the circumstances of each case,
you should, when necessary, supply them with food and fuel and advise them
to return, but on no account allow the foreigners to land . . . If, however,
after receiving supplies and instructions they do not withdraw, you will, of
course, drive them away, adopting such measures as are necessary.” His pur-
pose was not to abandon the seclusion system, but rather to avoid the likeli-
hood of war at a time when Japan was woefully unprepared.

Japan was as unprepared for decisions as it was for war. This was shown
by the reaction to a formal proposal addressed to the shogun by King William
II of The Netherlands in 1844. This document, announced by the opperhoofd,
was brought to Nagasaki by a special warship, the Palembang. The king’s letter
expressed his appreciation of the bakufu’s relaxation of the exclusion policy.
It then went on to speak of the vast increase in manufacture and trade since
the Napoleonic Wars had ended; all governments were now at pains to further
their trade. England’s eagerness to do so had led to war with China, a war
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that had led to the death of thousands of Chinese, the devastation of many
cities, and the expenditure of millions in indemnity payments to the victors.
William went on warn that similar dangers now threatened Japan; there were
many more ships in Japanese waters than there used to be; the world, in fact,
was being knit together by the new technology.

This process is irresistible, and it draws all people together.

Distance is being overcome by the invention of the steamship. A nation
that tries to hold itself aloof from this process risks the enmity of others.
We are aware that the laws laid down by Your Majesty’s enlightened prede-
cessors limit exchange with foreign people severely. But, as Lao Tzu says,
“where wisdom is enthroned, its product is the maintenance of peace.”
When ancient laws, by strict construction, threaten the peace, wisdom di-
rects that they be softened.”

When the Edo authorities replied to the Dutch commander waiting for a
response at Nagasaki, the Senior Council wrote King William that his sugges-
tion was quite impossible, and asked him not to write again. Soon Mizuno was
out of office once more, his place taken, as we have noted, by Abe Masahiro.*

The Dutch warning proved accurate. By the time the bakufu had re-
sponded to King William’s letter, foreign ships had come ashore at several
places. Soon the Satsuma daimyo was reporting that a French ship stood into
Naha harbor on Okinawa with the explanation that it was there only to antici-
pate the British. In 1846 a Protestant missionary began work there.

In the event, the principal push for opening trade with Japan came not
from England but from the United States. Under the pattern of most-favored-
nation privileges, all powers inherited the gains won by any one. The British,
conscious of a certain amount of unpleasantness attached to forcing China
open for Western-carried opium, were quite content to be second in Japan.
Britain already had a substantial stake in China. Trade prospects with Japan
seemed modest, and the London foreign secretary informed the commander
of England’s Pacific forces that his government “would think it better to leave
it to the Government of the United States to make the experiment; and if that
experiment is successful, Her Majesty’s Government can take advantage of its

success.”?

4. The Perry Mission

American interest in Japan was twofold. Until the discovery of oil in Pennsyl-
vania in 1858 the country was illuminated by whale oil lamps; Pacific waters
were busy with fleets of whalers, some of whom inevitably ended up on the
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shores of Japan. At that time Americans were more eager to protect whalers
than they were whales, a priority that has been reversed more recently. Ac-
counts of the mistreatment of shipwrecked sailors and the failure to help ships
in need fired public indignation. Americans had also entered the competition
for the China trade. Speedy clipper ships bound for China by the Great Circle
route had long moved close to Japanese shores, for Japan lay astride that
course. The advent of steam navigation brought with it need for a Pacific
source of coal, and hopes of a coaling station en route to China added impor-
tance to contact with Japan. Entrepreneurs began to dream of routes that
would circle the globe. American victory over Mexico and the acquisition of
California strengthened the American position on the Pacific coast, and the
gold rush that followed brought many more Americans to the far west. Slogans
of manifest destiny stirred popular imagination and led easily to Pacific adven-
tures. For all these reasons Japan was more important to Americans than it
was to English.

In 1832 President Andrew Jackson directed steps to bring America into
the China trade that had been opened by Great Britain, and the 1834 Treaty
of Wanghsia brought America benefits the British had won by force. At the
same time relations were opened with Siam. Naval commanders at the time
were instructed to open talks with Japan if it could be done without risk, but
the only action that followed was the private voyage of the Morrison in 1837.
Significantly, the missionary on board that vessel was from the China coast,
a pattern that would be repeated in future contacts.

In 1845 the United States representative in China was instructed to send
a mission to Japan. Captain James Biddle arrived in Edo Bay in 1846 with two
ships and the hope of opening relations, but when the Japanese explained that
foreign relations could be carried out only at Nagasaki he withdrew, since he
had no authorization to use force. At one point he was rudely jostled by a
guard, and his failure to demand some concession in return seemed, to some
Japanese, to justify their refusal to bend their rules.

The Perry expedition that followed in 1853 was more carefully prepared
and forcefully managed. Its story has been told often and well. It is one replete
with ironies. Commodore Matthew C. Perry, who would win fame as the man
who “opened” Japan, accepted the assignment reluctantly, for he feared that
it would bring him little honor; he would have preferred the Mediterranean
command. Then, making the best of a bad situation, he prepared with great
care, insisting on enough strength to guarantee the success of his mission,
arming himself with what was known of Japan and taking counsel with others
who had traveled in Japanese waters. The New York Public Library contained
only a handful of books for him, drawn from the Dutch experience, and from
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these and from the example of Biddle he resolved to insist on his dignity. The
Dutch subservience, as he saw it, and indeed Nagasaki itself were to be
avoided; he would deal only with the highest authorities. Noting this, the
Japanese “promoted” officials sent to deal with him and presented them as
worthy of their guest. The system of honorary imperial titles under which a
man could be “Lord of Dewa” without having been there provided a conve-
nient cover.

Perry was resolved, as his official account put it, to “demand as a right,
and not as a favor, those acts of courtesy which are due from one civilized
nation to another.” He was well aware that “the more exclusive I should make
myself, and the more exacting I might be, the more respect these people of
forms and ceremonies would be disposed to award me.” The lofty tone to
be adopted was indicated by the instructions he carried, which he certainly
influenced and perhaps wrote:

Every nation has undoubtedly the right to determine for itself the extent to
which it will hold intercourse with other nations. The same law of nations,
however, which protects a nation in the exercise of this right imposes upon
her certain duties which she cannot justly disregard. Among these duties
none is more imperative than that which requires her to succor and relieve
those persons who are cast by the perils of the ocean upon her shores.
This duty is, it is true, among those that are denominated by writers on
public law imperfect, and which confer no right on other nations to exact
their performance; nevertheless, if a nation not only habitually and system-
atically disregards it, but treats such unfortunate persons as if they were
the most atrocious criminals, such nations may justly be considered as the
most common enemy of mankind.

(Then, after specifying Perry’s objectives—protection of seamen and prop-
erty, permission to obtain supplies, if at all possible a depot for coal, and
permission “to enter one or more of their ports for the purpose of disposing
of their cargoes by sale or barter”—the instructions continued that)

If, after having exhausted every argument and every means of persuasion,
the commodore should fail to obtain from the government any relaxation
of their system of exclusion, or even any assurance of humane treatment
of our ship-wrecked seamen, he will then change his tone, and inform
them in the most unequivocal terms that it is the determination of this
government to insist, that hereafter all citizens or vessels of the United
States that may be wrecked on their coasts, or driven by stress of weather
in their harbors shall, so long as they are compelled to remain there, be
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treated with humanity; and that if any acts of cruelty should hereafter be
practiced upon citizens of this country, whether by the government or by
the inhabitants of Japan, they will be severely chastised.

Actually Perry did not wait until he had “exhausted every argument” before
changing his tone. At the very outset of the talks he sent some white flags to
the Japanese negotiator together with a harsh personal letter. Failure to meet
his demands, he warned, would bring on a war that Japan would most as-
suredly lose, and in that case the white flags of surrender would be useful. In
this bit of bravado he was probably acting beyond his instructions, and since
it gives a rather different picture of his achievements than he might have
wished, he quietly omitted all mention of this letter from his official and per-
sonal reports.”

Perry entered Edo Bay on July 2, 1853, with four ships mounting sixty-
one guns and carrying 967 men. As Chinese interpreter he had the missionary
S. Wells Williams, who had been aboard the ill-fated Morrison sixteen years
earlier, but while Williams was of help in translating documents the actual
interpretation was carried on in Dutch.” Perry had made a stop at Naha on
Okinawa. He credited the fear that the Americans sensed there to tyrannical
misrule, and recommended to Washington that the United States give thought
to taking the Ryukyus for itself. Now and on his return he insisted on being
taken around the island, demanding the porters and supplies required. But
of course his mission lay to the north. The American warships were six or
more times the size of any ship in Japan, and their dark hulls earned them
their “black ships” (kurofune) name in Japanese lore.”

After the inevitable orders, and then requests, that he go to Nagasaki, Perry
made it known that he had been ordered to present a letter from the president
of the United States to the emperor of Japan and that he would not deviate
from those orders. By the time arrangements had been worked out for
ceremonies at Kurihama at which he would deliver his letters, the shore was
lined with thousands of troops that daimyo in central and northern Japan
had been ordered to send. Perry’s ships, their decks cleared and crews ready
for action, were drawn up so that their guns could sweep the beach. Inter-
preters quoted Perry as having warned that he could call on fifty more ships
from Pacific waters, and as many more in California. Neither side trusted
the other, and each side did its best to overawe the other. The Japanese had
built a special pavilion for the reception, and the American landing party
moved between long lines of Japanese, many of them armed with seventeenth-
century flintlocks. Perry himself marched between two flag-carrying black
stewards, the tallest in his command, followed by his officers. Two cabin
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boys carried rosewood boxes with gold hinges that contained the official
letters with their seals, boxes that were opened by the black stewards for pre-
sentation.

The ceremonies were formal and labored, with statements translated from
English to Dutch to Japanese and in return order. Perry was eager to return
to Chinese waters to replenish supplies that were running low, and announced
that he would return in April or May to receive the Japanese response to
the letters he had delivered. Then, to underscore his indifference to Japanese
prohibitions, he had his ships move toward (but not as far as) Edo to survey
the coast.

Perry returned in February, sooner than he had thought and certainly
sooner than the Japanese had expected. He had learned that a Russian mission
under Admiral Putiatin was in Nagasaki anxious to negotiate a treaty, and he
was determined that he would not be anticipated or held to conform to terms
others had worked out. His squadron was stronger this time: each of three
steamers had a sailing ship in tow. Again there were long debates about where
the shore meetings would convene. The Japanese wanted them at Uraga, as
far as possible from Edo, or at Kamakura, while Perry held out for Kanagawa,
near present-day Yokohama. Perry had his way. Once again no element of
pomp that could be managed was left out. The Americans again marched
between rows of Japanese guards, Perry now in the rear, followed by six black
stewards. Once begun, the talks went better; the Japanese had determined they
had no hope of resisting some kind of treaty.

Actual negotiations were delegated to Hayashi, head of the shogunal Sho-
heiko academy. Negotiations went on for twenty-three days, and Hayashi
played a weak hand with considerable skill. Perry maintained a heavy-handed
stance.” When Perry pressed for trade privileges, asserting that China was
finding them extremely profitable, Hayashi chided him with confusing profit
with humanity; had it not been his aim to seek help and supplies for those
thrown up on Japan’s shores? Finally it was agreed that Japan would provide
two harbors, Shimoda, at the entrance to Edo Bay, and Hakodate, on Hok-
kaido. Naha, on Okinawa, remained unspecified, but ships were already stop-
ping there at will. At the two designated ports American ships would be able
to receive supplies and coal, and shipwrecked sailors were to be helped and
returned. Americans would be permitted to pay for supplies they received,
something Perry saw as an opening step for trade, and a formula that permit-
ted the Japanese to maintain they had denied trading privileges. The Ameri-
cans were convinced a consul was to reside at Shimoda; the Japanese were
less clear on that, but in the end the American reading prevailed. Both sides
had reason to be pleased; Perry that he had achieved his minimum objectives,
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and the Japanese that they had so far managed to avoid the fate that China
had encountered in its subjection to the unequal treaty system.

That, however, was not long in coming. Townsend Harris, who came to
Shimoda as American representative, brought stories of new wars in China
and warnings that Japan would do well to submit voluntarily to what it could
not hope to avoid by resistance.

5. The War Within

Japan’s military backwardness and the example of China’s defeat might seem
to have left few alternatives to abandoning the policy of seclusion, but in fact
responsible officials in the Tokugawa power structure were subject to a wide
range of advice and criticism. At the center, Mizuno Tadakuni had been re-
placed as head of the Senior Council in 1845 by Abe Masahiro (1819—1857),
daimyo of Fukuyama. Abe held that post for a full decade, but as problems
multiplied no successor was likely to stay in office that long. The bakuhan
structure was so balanced and checkmated that in the absence of an unusually
strong and able shogun, decisive acts of statesmanship were unlikely, and in
the years after Abe’s death in 1857 policies followed a zigzag pattern that was
destructive to careers. Officials who had to deal with foreign countries were
in constant jeopardy at a time when success was impossible to attain. Self-
preservation dictated caution, hesitation, and postponement, all of which the
Americans took for dishonesty and evasion. Things were particularly unstable
at the level of implementation. A new magistracy, gaikoku bugyo, Commis-
sioner for Foreign Countries, was established in 1858, and five men were ap-
pointed to serve in a collegial capacity. In the decade that followed no less than
seventy-four men moved through its revolving doors. New heads brought new
policies and new teams, and aside from a very few foreign affairs “experts”
who became essential because the foreigners were accustomed to working with
them, tenures were short.

When Honda Masatoshi replaced Abe Masahiro as head in 1857 the Senior
Council of rojit experienced a 100 percent turnover. Ambassadors sent to the
United States in 1860 to ratify the Harris treaty, of which more below, disap-
peared into obscurity when they returned to Japan. Japan had rediscovered
politics in addition to rediscovering diplomacy.

When he came into office in 1845, Abe had moved swiftly to undo many
of the Tenpd policies that had made Mizuno unpopular, and the daimyo Mi-
zuno had alienated by his programs to centralize holdings around Edo were
initially mollified. Abe’s aims were to inform and conciliate the daimyo, but
that very decency soon got him into serious trouble. Bakufu decisions had
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long been reached through collegial agreement among the members of the
roji, rather than through broad consultation or unilateral action. In the after-
math of the crisis presented by Perry the Edo government changed tactics to
try consultation and, after that failed, unilateral decision. In so doing it opened
the way to criticism, controversy, and violence.

Abe knew that the daimyo of the cadet house of Mito, Tokugawa Nariaki,
had remonstrated with the bakufu for not informing him about the letter the
Dutch king had sent. Abe was not going to make the same mistake. In 1849 he
asked daimyo of coastal domains if they thought it would be wise to reinstate
the “don’t think twice” edict for expulsion; they did, but nothing came of it.

The arrival of Perry’s squadron presented a far more urgent problem, and
Abe decided to circulate the American demands to all daimyo, all high offi-
cials, and even some commoners. More striking still, he also informed the
imperial court at Kyoto. Perry had, in effect, “opened” Japanese politics, an
area that had been as closed as Japan’s ports.

Abe hoped to establish a consensus by this measure, but found there was
none. Of the daimyo responses that have survived, only two favored accepting
the American demand. Two more thought it would be a good idea to do so
temporarily, and three favored letting the United States trade long enough to
give Japan time to prepare its defenses before going to war; four suggested
prolonging the negotiations so that the Americans would give up, and three
confessed that they could not make up their minds, and eleven wanted to
stand and fight. It must be remembered that the daimyo themselves had first
consulted their own senior vassals, so that these responses mirrored the uncer-
tainty and confusion of a broad sector of the ruling samurai class. There sim-
ply was no satisfactory solution to the problem.

Abe’s most active critic was one who advocated war, the strong-willed
lord of Mito, Tokugawa Nariaki, whom he alternately conciliated and ignored.
Nariaki (1800-1860) had succeeded to the rule of his domain in 1829 after a
lively succession dispute, and his readiness to express strong opinions cost him
bakufu displeasure several times. On becoming daimyo he had immediately
instituted stringent standards of frugality, reflected in the earlier discussion of
samurai women. In Mito he also inherited the domain’s tradition of imperial
loyalism, and he soon patronized a reform faction of able men committed to
that cause. The “Mito learning” of his day based itself on an ethnic nativism
(as we saw in the writing of Aizawa Seishisai) that affirmed the superiority
of Japan’s imperial institution. In 1841 Nariaki established an academy, the
Kodokan, to foster practical Western learning; its charter, carved on a stele
in Nariaki’s elegant hand, first combined as one term the phrases that were
to be a rallying call, “revere the emperor, drive out barbarians.” As foreign
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warships came closer Nariaki tried to militarize his domain, melting down
temple bells to manufacture cannon. In 1844, immediately before Abe’s rise,
the bakufu tired of Nariaki’s advice and removed him as daimyo, ordering
him to keep to his residence. One of the first things Abe Masahiro did was
to lift this order. In 1849 he appointed Nariaki as adviser on maritime defense,
and let him resume direction of domain affairs from retirement. Not surpris-
ingly, when he received the bakufu’s request for advice in responding to Perry
Nariaki opted for war. Japan might well be unprepared, he admitted, but war
would galvanize resolve and raise morale:

... When we consider the respective advantages and disadvantages of war
and peace, we find that if we put our trust in war, the whole country’s
morale will be increased and even if we sustain an initial defeat we will
in the end expel the foreigners; while if we put our trust in peace, even
though things may seem tranquil for a time, the morale of the country
will be greatly lowered and we will come in the end to complete collapse.

. .. the Americans who arrived recently, though fully aware of the
bakufu’s prohibition, entered Uraga displaying a white flag as a symbol of
peace and insisted on presenting their written requests . . . They were
arrogant and discourteous, their actions an outrage. Indeed, this was the
greatest disgrace we have suffered since the dawn of our history.

... I hear that all, even though they be commoners, who have wit-
nessed the recent actions of the foreigners, think them abominable; and
if the Bakufu does not expel these insolent foreigners root and branch
there may be some who will complain in secret, asking to what purpose
have been all the preparations of gun-emplacements.

... But if the Bakufu, now and henceforward, shows itself resolute
for expulsion, the immediate effect will be to increase ten-fold the morale
of the country and to bring about the completion of military preparations
without even the necessity for issuing orders.”

Of the daimyo responses that advocated concession, the most important
came from [i Naosuke, the powerful fudai daimyo of Hikone who was fated
to carry the responsibility for implementing what he advocated. Japan should
accept the American demands, he wrote; it should in fact return to the kind
of merchant-sponsored trade it had abandoned in the seventeenth century,
and thereby buy time to prepare for a future confrontation with the Ameri-
cans:

. .. Careful consideration of conditions as they are today . . . , leads me
to believe that . . . it is impossible in the crisis we now face to ensure the
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safety and tranquillity of our country merely by an insistence on the seclu-
sion laws as we did in former times.

... We must revive the licensed trading vessels that existed [in the
early seventeenth century], ordering the rich merchants of such places as
Osaka, Hydgo and Sakai to take shares in the enterprise. We must con-
struct new steamships, especially powerful warships, and these we will load
with goods not needed in Japan . . . these will be called merchant vessels,
but they will in fact have the secret purpose of training a navy. Forestalling
the foreigners in this way, I believe, is the best method of ensuring that
the Bakufu will at some future time find opportunity to reimpose its ban
and forbid foreigners to come to Japan . .. And since I understand that
the Americans and Russians themselves have only recently become skilled
in navigation, I do not see how the people of our country, who are clever
and quick-witted, should prove inferior to Westerners if we begin training
at once.”

Although his advocacy of resistance was not followed, Nariaki did not
flag in his efforts to provide the bakufu with counsel. He peppered Abe with
suggestions, many of them critical and dangerously impractical. Perhaps be-
cause he was trying to conciliate him, Abe made an additional concession that
brought into prominence a young man who was to be a key player for the
next decade: he approved the adoption of Nariaki’s seventh son into the Hito-
tsubashi line, a position from which he would become eligible for selection
as shogun. The young man in question, Tokugawa (or, now, Hitotsubashi)
Yoshinobu (or Keiki, as his name is usually read, 1837-1913) was able and
highly regarded; he soon came to be a major figure in national politics.

In 1858 the death of the young shogun Iesada, who was quite incompetent,
opened a succession dispute, and almost immediately this became intertwined
with foreign policy. The Edo authorities who had difficulty reaching one deci-
sion now had to face two. The new shogun had to be adopted from a cadet
line. One possibility was from the house of Kii (Wakayama), but since Japan
faced critical times and a national emergency was at hand there was also a
compelling case to be made for selecting the twenty-one-year-old Keiki over
the candidacy of the twelve-year-old lord of Kii. On the other hand Keiki’s
quarrelsome parent guaranteed that the matter would be politicized, however,
and bakufu traditionalists carried the day for the boy from Kii, the future
shogun Iemochi. This time Ii Naosuke was with the majority; somewhat disin-
genuously, he argued that derivation was what counted, and that that was the
Japanese way. These arguments carried the day for the future Iemochi. The
bakufu went on to penalize those who had tried to interfere, and Nariaki was
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once more put under domiciliary confinement. His position as head of one
of the three great cadet houses made him difficult to ignore, and his strong
advocacy of an antiforeign loyalism helped make Mito thought and Mito sam-
urai dynamic forces in the politics that lay ahead.”

What raised the stakes in these disputes was the issue of a full commercial
treaty with the United States. Townsend Harris had arrived in Shimoda as
American consul in 1856.” It had already become clear that other countries
would demand what Perry had received. The British were first; an admiral
who arrived at Nagasaki after the outbreak of the Crimean War planned to
ask Japan not to harbor Russian ships, and was instead offered, and accepted,
a convention like Perry’s. The Russians were not far behind; Admiral Putiatin
tried several times for trade concessions, but had to settle for an agreement
in the Perry pattern early in 1855. The two parties discussed Sakhalin Island
without results, but they did agree on a division of the Kuril Islands.

None of this constituted a formal agreement for the exchange of represen-
tatives and the conduct of trade, and those were the goals Harris had set for
himself when he arrived at Shimoda. It was his goal to open four ports to
trade and secure residence rights for American representatives in each as well
as in Osaka and Edo. Hotta Masayoshi (1810-1864), daimyo of Sakura (the
domain of the peasant martyr Sakuma Sogoro), had succeeded Abe (who was
to die two years later at the age of thirty-eight) as head of the rojii in 1855,
and now became the chief negotiator on the Japanese side.

Bakufu representatives did everything they could to stall Harris and throw
him off track, but he held his ground and insisted on presenting his proposal
personally to the shogun. Harris’s journal finds him lamenting the fact that
he had no warships to back him up; his treatment, he thought, showed that
“no negotiations could be carried on with them unless the plenipotentiary
was backed by a fleet, and offered them cannon balls for arguments.” But in
fact he had something as good or better: news that England was inflicting
even greater humiliation on China in warfare that France had joined. Canton
fell in 1858, and by the time the second round of wars was over Peking itself
was in allied hands. In this context no bakufu negotiator could expect Japan
to be able to resist successfully. The Dutch added their advice. They had al-
ready secured improvements in the conditions under which they traded, and
now advised the bakufu that it concede with negotiations rather than having
a treaty forced upon it. Harris was further spurred on by news that the Dutch
and Russians had worked out limited agreements for trade at Nagasaki. Harris
felt this inadequate and denounced the agreements as “disgraceful,” but they
further strengthened his resolve to have things done his way. By the fall of
1857 he was in Edo, where he had an audience with shogun Iesada (who was
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to die shortly afterward), and lectured Hotta on the dangers of the trade in
opium, which the British were likely to protect as they had in China. Harris
argued that the United States would not tolerate such practices, and would
thereby set an example that might restrain European imperialists. A treaty
with the United States would be in Japan’s self-interest. By early 1858 Harris
and Hotta had worked out a treaty under whose terms Japan would open five
ports between 1859 and 1863 to American residence and trade.

Up to this point the Americans had assumed that the shogun’s approval
was all that was required, and Harris was now startled to have Hotta tell him
that he would have to travel to Kyoto to have the emperor’s authorization
for what had been done. He assumed initially that this was only another way
of temporizing. It was not, however, for the court was suddenly to become
the focus of lobbying and controversy.

Leaders opposed to the new commercial treaty, above all Tokugawa Nari-
aki, sent representatives to urge xenophobic court nobles to deny Harris’s
request for approval of the treaty. Hotta, by his trip there, brought the bakufu
influence to bear, while several important Tokugawa daimyo sent agents to
urge the court to recommend the succession of an “able” shogun. By this they
meant twenty-one-year-old Keiki rather than the Kii lad. Nariaki himself, of
course, could have been expected to favor his son’s candidacy too. The Kyoto
scene that Hotta entered was extremely complicated. Both sides had tried to
involve the imperial court. The foreign crisis thus precipitated abandonment
of traditional reserve and caution. Abe Masahiro had indirectly contributed
to this by the alacrity with which he responded to an imperial query about
coastal defense, and by his request for court advice in responding to Perry’s
demand, but no bakufu official would have envisaged court interference in
matters of Tokugawa house succession. Now Hotta’s request for formal sanc-
tion of the treaty took this a step farther, and provided the opening Tokugawa
Nariaki needed. That worthy had been increasingly alarmed by what he heard
about Harris’s demands. A few months before, in December 1857, he had pro-
posed to the rojii that the bakufu send him to America—with a goodly com-
pany of ronin and younger sons (“always unwanted”) “and that you should
let me act as middleman for the goods in which the Americans want to trade.”
Even if they were all killed, it would not be as dangerous as letting foreigners
reside in Edo. He went on to argue that if the bakufu had delegated Ezo to
his care earlier there would have been no trouble with the Russians.* Thus
when Hotta headed for Kyoto Nariaki was ready with messages for the poorly
informed and antiforeign court nobles, most of whom had no contact with
the world of politics, to have them delay and finally deny the approval Hotta
was seeking.
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The court kept Hotta waiting four months, after which he got his reply:
he should consult the daimyo again, paying particular attention to the opin-
ions of the three great cadet houses (of which Nariaki’s Mito, of course, was
one), and to the views of the fozama lords who had always been excluded
from policy matters. Hotta, a failure, resigned. To the east, Townsend Harris’s
impatience grew.

During all this wide fissures opened in bakufu and daimyo politics. The
matter became complicated by the jockeying for succession to the office of
shogun; a number of major daimyo, acting through vassals they sent there,
worked to have the court endorse the candidacy of an “able,” that is, mature,
successor. Bakufu leadership was being challenged at its very core.

Upon Hotta’s fall, leadership in the bakufu passed into the hands of Ii
Naosuke (1814—1860), who took command of the rojii with the special title of
tairo, or Great Elder. Consultation as a tactic had failed, and the bakufu now
shifted to dictatorial commandism. After Townsend Harris convinced negoti-
ators that Japan faced real danger because of the hostilities in China, and that
it should procrastinate no longer, Ii Naosuke resolved to sign the treaty on
his own. At court Emperor Komei was furious that his orders had been
flouted, and communicated this anger to Nariaki’s Mito representatives. The
bakufu sternly, but unsuccessfully, ordered Mito to keep that knowledge to
itself.

At this point Ii moved to restore strong central leadership in national
affairs and equally strong fudai domination in bakufu councils. The emperor
was pressured to give his approval to the treaty, and did so reluctantly on
grounds that it was too late to change things. Shogunal succession went to
the boy Iemochi, from the traditional house of Wakayama (Kii), rather than
to Hitotsubashi (Tokugawa) Keiki. In a letter to his man in Kyoto, Nagano
Shuzen, Ii Naosuke put the matter very simply: it was more important, and
more consonant with traditions of the realm, to follow the line of descent
than it was to select a model ruler (meikun), for that would be “completely
in the Chinese fashion.””

Next the powerful lords who had lobbied in Kyoto were punished. Nariaki
was ordered into domiciliary confinement. A number of daimyo, including
those of Tosa, Fukui, and Owari, suffered the same fate. So too with the court
nobles who had been involved. In each case their underlings became politi-
cized by the punishment of their lords; ripples at the center spread rapidly
throughout samurai society.

What followed was a purge that has become known for the era name,
“Ansei”—which, ironically, translates as “peaceful rule.” Lower-ranking men
who had been stationed in Kyoto to lobby there were hunted down and sent
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to Edo in prisoners’ cages. It made no difference that some had been carrying
out their lords’ orders; they should, the judgment read, have tried to change
their daimyos’ minds. Over one hundred men were sentenced to punishment,
eight to death with six of those beheaded like ordinary criminals. Japan had
not seen so severe an assertion of bakufu supremacy and power since the
seventeenth century. It would soon cost Ii his life.

6. Defense Intellectuals

Daimyo could dispose, but others proposed, and a group of extremely inter-
esting samurai scholars, who may be thought of as defense intellectuals, set
the lines for the internal debate that now took place. Their ideas began as
proposals by vassals to their lords, but in the years of turmoil that lay ahead
they became the focus of passionate belief and action.”

Nariaki’s chief adviser was Fujita Toko (1806—1855), who was, with Aizawa
Seishisai, whose “New Theses” have already been discussed, the major repre-
sentative of Mito scholarship in his generation. Fujita was punished when his
lord was, though his conditions were considerably less comfortable, and he
returned to the fray with him with undiminished enthusiasm. It was Fujita
who wrote the charter for Nariaki’s academy with its invocation sonno-;joi,
which called for reverence to the throne and expulsion of the foreigners. Fujita
began with an undifferentiated image of a hostile West. Because the Holland-
ers he saw were dressed differently from pictures of seventeenth-century
Dutchmen and in fact just like Rezanov’s Russians at Nagasaki in 1804, he
concluded that Japan was threatened by a devious West that was trying to
envelop it from all directions. He wrote numerous memorials for Nariaki
advocating stronger defenses; Ezo, they proposed, should be delegated to
Mito. The domains, at least the great domains and certainly the three great
cadet houses, should be permitted to build oceangoing ships and encouraged
to develop better armaments. Like Aizawa, Fujita was an irreconcilable foe of
Christianity, the “evil teaching” foreigners used to subvert and subju-
gate credulous commoners. Mito issued an anthology of Ming dynasty anti-
Christian writings in 1855 to ward off the foreign cult. Fujita approved of
training people in foreign studies, but they in turn should be prevented from
disseminating that learning among the people. Every step taken should re-
inforce the superiority of the native; in educational institutions salaries should
reflect the intellectual hierarchy of Japanese over Chinese, and of both over
Western studies.

Japan should, he thought, avoid war with the West if it could be done in
a manner consonant with national dignity, but while Japanese should prepare
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themselves with foreign learning, Westerners should under no circumstances
be allowed to enter Japan. Better, indeed, to put closer controls on the Dutch
at Nagasaki. When Perry’s letter was circulated among the daimyo Nariaki,
who bridled at the insult offered by the white flags, urged that the proposals
be rejected and that Japan prepare for war, arguing that once the Americans
landed, death-defying samurai in overwhelming numbers could surely exter-
minate them. Even if things went badly for a time, he argued, morale would
increase tenfold and the whole country would prepare for war. “Only by doing
so will the shogun be able to fulfil his ‘barbarian-expelling’ duty.””’

The Mito advocacy of Western exclusion at the same time that Japan im-
proved its defenses on Western lines was not without contradictions. Other
advocates of rearmament were more consistent, and since the circle of such
“experts” was relatively narrow, it soon produced a special corps of defense
specialists.

Takashima Shthan (1798-1866) came out of the Nagasaki environment.
As a boy of ten he was startled by the impertinence displayed by the Phaeton
in seizing the supplies it was denied. His family members were municipal
officers of Nagasaki and apparently of some means, since Takashima began
his studies and experiments more or less on his own. From his reading he
concluded that the defenses of Nagasaki were quite inadequate and that the
1825 bakufu “don’t think twice” edict could not possibly be enforced. Through
Deshima he managed to get Western weapons—field guns, mortars, and up-
to-date firearms—as well as manuals for their use, which he had friends and
disciples translate. In time he had two companies of infantry and a small
artillery battery, an achievement that is the basis of his reputation as the first
serious student of Western-style weapons. The Mito men, on the other hand,
had also favored buying or making modern weapons, but their basic reliance
had been on the superiority of Japanese swords and spirit in hand-to-hand fight-
ing. By 1841 Takashima’s writings and activities had brought him to the attention
of a forward-looking bakufu official named Egawa Tar6zaemon, who arranged
for a demonstration for his fellow samurai officials. Takashima came with a
group of 125 men, and gave an example of close-order drill on a parade ground.
The maneuvers they conducted had been learned from Dutch books, and the
commands to which they responded were also in (what passed for) Dutch.

Predictably, this provided material for critics, some of whom derided the
drill as child’s play and denounced the idea of using Dutch. The bakufu, how-
ever, commissioned Takashima to train more men, and, after first restricting
him to bakufu retainers, permitted him to teach young men from other do-
mains in a new school he set up. His enemies now trumped up charges of
subversion and treason, and managed to have him put under house arrest
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between 1846 and 1853. The Perry arrival brought him back in favor, and a
number of important students continued his work. What should be noted is
the political infighting that put men as varied as Tokugawa Nariaki, Fujita
Toko, and Takashima in periodic danger of disgrace and punishment. It was
difficult for those who saw their whole identity threatened by the adoption
of Western methods to reconcile themselves to such changes, and this made
for turbulent politics. What was true on the national level was no less true
on the local. Before long groups who styled themselves “righteous” were at
odds with those they derided as “vulgar” or “conventional” in domain after
domain. Samurai intensity did not always have room for fine distinctions of
motivation.

This was also the experience of Sakuma Shozan (1811-1864), a person who
died for having the courage of his convictions; he was murdered by antiforeign
zealots because he was riding a horse with a Western saddle. Sakuma was a
maverick with great ability and equally great self-confidence. He was born
in the mountainous domain of Matsushiro, but studied in Edo and became
thoroughly versed in classical Chinese learning. He was also an accomplished
painter and calligrapher. When he studied gunnery with Egawa Tarozaemon,
he was astonished to discover that modern firearms could be used in the rain.
He repeatedly showed impatience with the status system as it affected him
personally, a trait that got him into trouble with higher authority. Yet almost
everyone was convinced of his ability and he prospered as a result. This was
particularly the case with his lord, who, a son of Matsudaira Sadanobu, had
been adopted into the Matsushiro daimyo line. When that worthy was ap-
pointed a member of the rojii in 1844 and placed in charge of maritime de-
fense, Sakuma, who followed him to Edo, found himself strategically placed
to influence others. Able to mix easily with scholars of Dutch learning, he
undertook the study of Dutch and persuaded his lord to order and collect
for him books that came to constitute a major collection of foreign learning.

From his reading he derived material for experiments. Using the Chomel
encyclopedia that was attracting so much attention in Japan, he tried making
glass; he cast cannon, looked for silver, copper, and lead deposits, and even
experimented with new items in his diet. He tried and failed to get permission
to publish a translation of the Dutch-Japanese dictionary that the chief factor
Doeff had developed during Deshima’s long Napoleonic interlude. Then, in
what must have astonished his lord, Sakuma petitioned to return his subfief
to the domain in exchange for money with which he wanted to establish a
school in Edo. Permission nevertheless granted, he operated an academy
within the precincts of the Matsushiro estate in Edo and welcomed students
from all parts of the country—in all, he claimed, five thousand. Sakuma was
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clearly an inspirational teacher, and numbers of his students went on to be-
come important figures in late Tokugawa and early Meiji politics and intellec-
tual life. When the Perry mission arrived Sakuma was, predictably, prepared
with advice for the defense of Edo Bay, all of which was ignored by the bakufu.
He was outraged by the agreement to permit Townsend Harris to reside in
Shimoda because of its strategic position on Edo Bay.

Long convinced of the importance of “knowing the enemy,” Sakuma now
conceived plans to accompany the enemy to his lair and study at first hand
the sources of Western strength. One of his students was the young Chosha
samurai Yoshida Shoin, who will be discussed below. Yoshida, having broken
out of han discipline, was now a ronin, and Sakuma encouraged him to try
to travel abroad. He went first to Nagasaki, only to arrive just after Russian
ships had left; the Perry expedition provided another opportunity nearer the
capital. Yoshida Shoin approached Perry’s Mississippi at night in a rowboat,
but Perry, not wanting to prejudice his larger goal, refused to take him. Dis-
covery of the rowboat led to Shoin’s arrest, and the path led to Sakuma when
it turned out that the would-be traveler had been carrying a farewell poem
by his teacher. Sakuma too was arrested, and when he was interrogated he
boldly advocated the wisdom of travel and study abroad. Respect for Sakuma’s
ability led bakufu underlings to limit punishment to a relatively light sentence
of house arrest. Even so, Sakuma spent the next eight years in confinement
in Matsushiro. Now he composed a famous work, “Reflection on My Errors,”
in which he discussed his own difficulties and the dangers that Japan faced.
It is a work that justifies quotation at some length.

All learning is cumulative. It is not something that one comes to realize
in a morning or an evening. Effective maritime defense is in itself a great
field of study. Since no one has yet thoroughly studied its fundamentals,
it is not easy to learn rapidly its essential points . . .

... Last summer [when] the American barbarians arrived in the Bay
of Uraga . . . their deportment and manner of expression were exceedingly
arrogant, and the resulting insult to our national dignity was not small.
Those who heard could but gnash their teeth . . . A certain person . . .
suffered this insult in silence, and, after the barbarians had retired, drew
his knife and slashed to bits a portrait of their leader [Perry] which had
been left as a gift.

... The principal requisite of national defense is that this prevents the
foreign barbarians from holding us in contempt. The existing coastal de-
fense installations all lack method; the pieces of artillery that have been
set up are improperly made; and the officials who negotiate with the for-
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eigners are mediocrities who have no understanding of warfare. The situa-
tion being such, even though we wish to avoid incurring the scorn of the
barbarians, how in fact, can we do so?

... I have wished to follow in substance the Western principles of
armament, and, by banding together loyal, valorous, strong men of old,
established families not in the military class—men of whom one would
be equal to ten ordinary men—to form a voluntary group which would
be made to have as its sole aim that of guarding the nation and protecting
the people.

. . . Mathematics is the basis for all learning. In the Western world
after this science was discovered military tactics advanced greatly, far out-
stripping that of former times.

... Learning, the possession of which is of no assistance and the lack
of which is of no harm, is useless learning. Useful learning on the other
hand, is as indispensable to the meeting of human needs as is the produc-
tion of the light hemp-woven garment of summer and the heavy outer
clothing of winter.”

By this time many domains were on the hunt for experts who could help
them to strengthen their defenses, and when Sakuma was pardoned in 1862
Tosa and Chosht were among the domains that requested his services. He
chose to stay at the capital, and rose in bakufu circles as Japan found itself
increasingly enmeshed in problems with the West. Sakuma was sent to Kyoto
as an emissary of the shogun Iemochi. By now Sakuma had worked out the
formula he believed appropriate for his times. Japan should adopt Western
learning and Western technology, but remain grounded in the moral values
of its tradition. Seiyo no gei, Toyo no dotoku; Western science, Eastern morals:
this combined rationality with morality.” He maintained a stubborn indiffer-
ence to the rising tide of antiforeign emotion around him. As he wrote his
concubine,

Whenever I go out on horseback, I always use my Western saddle . . . I
have not once used a saddle made in this country ever since my arrival
here, and there are those foolish enough to criticize me for this. Yet I have
deliberately used only the Western saddle, for I believe whatever is good
must be adopted by this country . . . this belief of mine is based on what
is in the eternal interest of all Japan; . . . Since there is such a thing as
the Way of Heaven, I do not think that others will raise their hands
against me.*

He was wrong. Today a small marker in the precincts of Kyoto’s Mydshinji
temple complex indicates where he was cut down.
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Of Sakuma’s many students none was more important, or more interest-
ing, than Yoshida Shoin (1830-1859), the young man who tried and failed to
travel to America with Perry’s squadron. Yoshida was a serious scholar of
Confucianism, a splendid teacher, and an impetuous activist. At the age of
three he succeeded to the headship of the Yoshida family into which he had
been adopted, and by the hidebound hereditary strictures of the day he was
soon given the family assignment and appointed lecturer in the military teach-
ings of Yamaga Soko. No doubt this contributed to his precocity, and though
we can smile at the hagiographic tradition that has the boy soon impressing
his lord with his command of the texts there is little doubt that he became
an accomplished scholar at an age when most samurai children were playing
with bamboo swords. When he was twenty years old he was permitted to
travel to Kyushu, and during that trip he first absorbed Aizawa Seishisai’s
“New Theses.” In addition to contacting the major castle towns, he visited
Nagasaki, where Dutch sailors invited him on board their ship. On his return
he wrote the first of many memorials to his daimyo on the importance of
upgrading education in the arts of war and peace.

A few months later the daimyo took Yoshida to Edo as part of his sankin-
kotai entourage. He now met many well-informed scholars, including Sakuma
Shozan. “This Sakuma,” he wrote home, “is an extraordinary man of really
heroic proportions . . . Those who enter his school to study gunnery he com-
pels also to study the Chinese classics, and those who enter to study the Chi-
nese classics he compels also to study gunnery.”" Not content with this, Shoin
was now determined to see the rest of Japan. When his permit was delayed
he went off without it anyway, a serious offense for a military man. In Mito
he visited Aizawa Seishisai and other scholars and then crossed Japan to visit
Sado Island, where he entered the shafts of the gold mines, and on to Ezo.
His meticulous journal records his dismay at the sight of foreign ships in
Tsugaru Straits. Then, after his return to Edo, Shoin turned himself in for his
violation of travel rules. He was quickly remanded to the castle town of Hagi.
Despite this, so great was his reputation that his punishment was light; his
name was removed from the samurai roster and he was stripped of his paltry
stipend, but then given ten years for study at any place of his selection.

He returned to the stimulation of life at Edo, and it was now that Sakuma
spoke to him of the importance of trying to go overseas to study the West at
first hand. He tried first at Nagasaki, as we saw, and returned to Edo on the
eve of Perry’s arrival. His attempt to board Perry’s warship was unsuccessful
and he was soon detained in an outdoor cage. His plight moved American
naval officers of the mission who happened to see him so confined. He man-
aged to hand them a thin piece of wood on which he had written, “Regarding
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the liberty of going through the sixty [ Japanese] provinces as not enough for
our desires, we wished to make the circuit of the five great continents . . .
Suddenly our plans are defeated . . . Weeping, we seem as fools; laughing, as
rogues. Alas for us! we can only be silent.”*

After several months in an Edo prison (Sakuma was in the next cell for
a time) Shoin was remanded to his domain authorities, as Sakuma was to his.
As with Sakuma’s “Reflections on My Errors,” Shoin’s “Record from Prison”
(Yushiiroku) was more concerned with reforms than with penitence. Among
his suggestions were to move the bakufu to Kyoto, and there establish a new
academy for Western learning and technology. After being returned to
Chosht he spent fourteen months in prison. During this period his determi-
nation hardened, and his thought became far more focused. Upon his release
he began to teach, and soon opened his own school.

The Shoka Sonjuku—uvillage school under the pines—as he called his
school, attracted an extraordinary group of future leaders—some seventy—
who drank in his stern lectures about the dangers of regarding learning as an
accomplishment instead of moral guidance for practical action. Death, he
taught, was unimportant; the moral man should keep death ever in mind in
contemplating what his contribution was to be, and this would endow his
effort and his memory with honor and ultimate success. “Otherwise,” he
wrote, “one’s life will be devoid of grace and skill.” Unfortunately the great
of his day were intent on comfort and weak in resolve, and it would require
the intensity of “grass-roots heroes” to save the country:

What is important in a leader is a resolute will and determination. A man
may be versatile and learned, but if he lacks resoluteness and determina-
tion, of what use will he be? . . . Life and death, union and separation,
follow hard upon one another. Nothing is steadfast but the will, nothing
endures but one’s achievements. These alone count in life.

... In relations with others, one should express resentment and anger
openly and straightforwardly. If one cannot express them openly and
straightforwardly, the only thing to do is forget about them. [Not to do
so] can only be called cowardice.

.. . Those who take up the science of war must not fail to master
the classics. The reason is that arms are dangerous instruments and not
necessarily forces for good.

.. . First we must rectify conditions in our own domain, after which
conditions in other domains can be rectified. This having been done, con-
ditions at the court can be rectified and finally conditions throughout the
whole world can be rectified. First one must set an example oneself and
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then it can be extended progressively to others. This is what I mean by
the “pursuit of learning.”

. . . As things are now the feudal lords are content to look on while
the shogunate carries on in a highhanded manner. Neither the lords nor
the shogun can be depended upon, and so our only hope lies in grass-
roots heroes.

... If one is loath to die at seventeen or eighteen, he will be equally
reluctant at thirty, and will no doubt find a life of eighty or ninety too
short . . . Man’s life span is fifty years; to live seventy is a rarity. Unless
one performs some deed that brings a sense of gratification before dying,
his soul will never rest in peace.”

These were stern directions, but they were firmly in both the Confucian and
the samurai tradition. What made them memorable was the burning intensity
and idealism with which Yoshida carried out his plans and inculcated his
disciples. It was the crisis Japan faced that gave this its meaning.

As he learned of the bakufu’s determination to force a reluctant imperial
court to approve the Harris treaty of the Ansei era, Yoshida, who was no
longer free to travel, wrote memorials, proposals, and letters to his students
as they entered the field of political action. He deplored the superficiality of
upper samurai life at a time of national danger, and proposed that the domain
ignore rank, and even status, in its appointments. If the country was to be
opened he wanted the bakufu to do it actively and purposefully, rather than,
as it seemed, cravenly and hesitantly. Students should be sent abroad to each
country; Japan should have a fleet, and trade, and become a presence on the
world stage instead of remaining a victim.

And he plotted a spectacular act of virtuous terrorism to alert, and ulti-
mately transform, society. To this end he proposed that his followers waylay
a high bakufu official, Manabe, who was being sent to Kyoto to deal with the
court and Emperor Komei’s anger. The plot miscarried—all of Shoin’s did—
and when the bakufu reasserted itself under Ii Naosuke, the Ansei purge be-
gan. Chosht was ordered to send him to Edo, where he was beheaded.

His judgment read that he had been guilty of having tried to go to
America, he had presumed to advise the government on defense while still
in prison, he had opposed hereditary succession to office, he had been plan-
ning to give advice about foreign policy to the bakufu, and he had done all
these things while still under house arrest; he had, in short, shown disrespect
to higher authority. In death he became a martyr and a hero, proof of his
teaching that death was not to be feared.
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The Tokugawa bakufu fell a decade after Townsend Harris had
his treaty. Its fall meant the end not only of the early modern
bakufu-han system but of seven hundred years of warrior rule.
The agreements Perry and Harris had wrung from reluctant ba-
kufu negotiators made it necessary for Japan to abandon poli-
cies of seclusion and enter the international order on terms de-
fined by the West. The struggle to regain its sovereignty then
forced Japan to embark on policies of centralization and institu-
tional innovation in order to build a modern nation-state, and
involved the basic restructuring of domestic society. These de-
velopments were important for Asian and in fact for world his-
tory because they brought a new and dynamic player onto the
stage of nation-states. Japan’s domestic reconstruction led to
the restructuring of the international order; what began as de-
fensive steps to head off a perceived Western threat was soon
followed by membership in, and then challenges to, the military
and economic order that had first challenged Japan.
Historians have grouped these developments under the term
Meiji Restoration. Taken as a whole, the Meiji Restoration con-
stitutes a pivotal step in Japanese history. One’s judgment of
that restoration affects, and is in turn affected by, every aspect
of the history of modern Japan. Each persuasion, and each pe-
riod, has had its own narrative of those tumultuous events. Nos-
talgia softens contemporary judgments of the actors on that
stage, but the appraisal of their achievements remains conten-
tious to this day. In discussing these momentous events this
chapter begins with a brief consideration of the political narra-
tive and chronology, and then looks at the role of the outside
world, the transvaluation of ideas and slogans, the program on
which unification of the polity was resolved, and the question of
the participation of ordinary Japanese in the Meiji Restoration.
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1. The Narrative

Ii Naosuke’s triumph was of short duration. He was brought down by the
bitter opposition his policies had roused in Mito samurai. It will be remem-
bered that Tokugawa Nariaki, their lord, had played a prominent role in oppo-
sition to the way Japan had responded to the demands of Perry and of Harris.
“Mito learning,” as represented by Aizawa Seishisai’s “New Theses,” had ar-
gued the importance of developing a national polity based upon the purity
of Japan’s imperial tradition, and it was Nariaki, more than anyone else, who
had linked opposition to the Harris treaty with the imperial court. He did
his best to get the emperor to express his opposition to that treaty, and
through the complicity of court nobles word of that opposition was sent to
Mito with instructions that other domains be informed. The Tokugawa ba-
kufu, getting wind of this, forbade further circulation of that message, and Ii
Naosuke went on to consolidate his power in the Ansei purge. Nariaki, forbid-
den to involve himself again in national affairs, was one of the daimyo pun-
ished in that purge. His death in 1860 removed his polarizing influence.

Those in Mito who knew, samurai and commoners alike, were indignant
that their superiors had been indifferent to the fact that the emperor was
opposed to the treaty. When han officials prepared to abide by bakufu instruc-
tions to prevent circulation of the imperial message and instead sent its bearers
back to Kyoto, indignant samurai resisted and tried, unsuccessfully, to block
the party charged with its return. Others, caught between conflicting loyalties
to domain and court, committed suicide. A few decided to strike back. On
a snowy day in March 1860, Ii’s entourage was on its way to the shogun’s
Chiyoda Castle. The guards’ swords were covered to protect them against the
sticky snow. Suddenly the little group was attacked by Mito samurai. While
some took on the guards another managed to pull Ii out of his palanquin
and take the tairdo’s head, and then dashed off with it to the gate of another
roji’s mansion, where he disemboweled himself.

This daring act inaugurated a decade of violence. A few decades earlier
Sugita Genpaku had remarked on the weakness of bakufu retainers; they were
quite incapable of fighting, he thought, and they seemed to have lost all sense
of the warrior’s mission. What happened now proved him wrong. In the last
decade of warrior rule warrior spirit revived. The sense of danger from an
intrusive West roused an ethnic consciousness that quickly came to center on
the Kyoto emperor. It also came to outweigh more particular loyalties to dai-
myo and domain. Men were quick to charge their fellows, and particularly
their superiors, with criminal negligence and misconduct. The simpler matters
seemed, the more immediate the violence.
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Ii Naosuke’s assassins had prepared a statement of their purpose. It was
couched in the heavily Chinese, formal kanbun used by all educated men in
Tokugawa Japan. These were not ruffians. They were well aware, they wrote,
that with the coming of the American barbarians to Uraga the shogun, as
“Barbarian-Subduing Generalissimo” had found it necessary to make some
changes. Nevertheless to grant as many concessions as had been made—com-
mercial relations, reception of foreigners into the very castle, relaxation of the
prohibitions on the “evil religion,” permission for foreign representatives to
reside in Japan—was “truly to set aside the military traditions that had guided
the country from ancient times. It constituted pollution of the national polity
[ kokutai], and ignored the wise precepts the ancients had left for their descen-
dants.” The document made frequent appeals to emperor, court, sun goddess,
and Ise shrine, but as yet there was no derogation of the bakufu as such. The
problem rather centered on Ii Naosuke, a willful autocrat who had ignored
the court’s opinion, censored lords who had tried to guide him, and dishon-
ored the wise guidance exemplified by Tokugawa Ieyasu.

This shocking event was soon known everywhere. Word of Oshio Hei-
chachird’s rebellion in Osaka had spread quickly too, but Edo, even more
than Osaka, was the nerve center of samurai society. Censorship could delay
diffusion of the news for a brief period, but it was impossible for the bakufu
to contain knowledge of the murder of its first minister at the very gate of
the shogunal castle.

The bakufu showed itself demoralized and puzzled. Its first reaction was
to try to smooth things over by backing away from Ii’s punishments of leading
daimyo. The next step was to seek a new tie with the imperial family, and
the third to permit relaxation of controls of daimyo in a series of moves known
(for the era name) as the “Bunky” reforms of 1862. Leadership passed to the
very forces that Ii Naosuke had opposed. Rotation in office became more
frequent, and resolution in the implementation of policy weakened.

National leadership now shifted to some of the daimyo Ii Naosuke had
tried to punish. Nariaki, who had died while still under domiciliary confine-
ment, was out of the picture, but his son Hitotsubashi Keiki (Yoshinobu),
who had failed to win the nod for the shogunal succession, now became stead-
ily more prominent. So too did Matsudaira Shungaku (Keiei), daimyo of the
collateral house of Fukui, who had lobbied for Keiki as shogun. It also seemed
important to restore relations between Edo and Kyoto. The young Kii heir,
who had succeeded to the shogunate as Ilemochi, was not yet a player in the
game. In Kyoto Emperor Komei was still smarting from the way Ii had ignored
his wishes but he was also startled by the audacity of the attack on Ii and
conscious of the need to work out some relationship with Edo in face of the
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danger from the West. The Western pressure soon increased. The fishing vil-
lage of Yokohama, near Kanagawa, was being developed as a port for foreign
trade; it “opened” in 1859. Townsend Harris, however, led the group of foreign
ministers who insisted on implementation of the right to reside in Edo that
was granted by the treaty.

It was becoming more important to build strength against the West than
to maintain the cumbersome measures that had been developed for control
of the daimyo, but the turbulence of national politics was beginning to be
reflected in domains. The Tosa daimyo, Yamauchi Yodo, had proposed a
seven-year moratorium on sankin-kotai alternation to give domains a chance
to develop military strength. In the southwest Chosha, Satsuma, and Saga had
inaugurated crash programs of remilitarization. The Ansei purge had dis-
rupted some of this, and Y6do, for one, had been ordered into retirement by
Ii Naosuke. During his absence from the scene a group of samurai had gath-
ered around a charismatic figure named Takechi Zuisan. Their charter, which
they signed in blood, justified the formation of such a secret group on grounds
of loyalty to emperor and to daimyo. In view of the humiliation that “our
divine and magnificent country” had suffered at the hands of the barbarians,
“our former lord [Yamauchi Y6do] was deeply grieved and talked and debated
about it with those in power, but instead of getting action, he himself was
accused and punished.” What were men of spirit to do? The answer was sim-
ple: “We swear by the deities that if the Imperial Flag is once raised we will
go through fire and water to ease the Emperor’s mind, to carry out the will
of our former lord, and to purge this evil from our people.” Tosa’s first minis-
ter, who was maintaining a prudent course of acquiescence to the bakufu
while trying to restructure the domain’s economy, became their initial target
and suffered Ii Naosuke’s fate. A few months after the faird’s demise the first
minister of Tosa lost his head to assassins. They mounted it at the execution
grounds over a wooden sign that detailed his crimes. In this, the first stage
of what we shall call a loyalist movement, there was still no conflict of loyalties.
There was evil in high places, and cowardly ministers should be struck down,
but it could be done in the name of the domain lord and the Kyoto emperor
whose will the daimyo had been trying to advance.

When the “wronged” lord was returned to favor, however, and proved to
be angered or alarmed by assaults on his ministers, the loyalists began to face
a conflict of loyalties. The daimyo who returned from shogunal disfavor to
the center of politics were still in a difficult position. They did not want to
overdo their role, for to do so would awaken the jealousy and suspicion of
their peers in and out of the bakufu establishment. Moreover it was always
possible that bakufu regulars might be able to reassert their control, and that
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mandated caution. They also found themselves presiding over an increasingly
turbulent cauldron of samurai opinion. In many cases they were creatures of
their leading vassal handlers, men who had the long-term interests of the
house and domain in mind. Yet they also had to maintain appearances in the
interests of samurai “public” opinion, for by now participation had extended
well down the social hierarchy. In 1853 the bakufu’s distribution of Perry’s
letter had requested daimyo response; in preparing they had consulted their
upper vassals, and the participation of domain rojii had activated still others
on the fringe of the power structure. Lower samurai, the most volatile, were
also the most poorly informed on details, but intensely aware that Japan was
in trouble. Village headmen and station masters along communication routes
received demands for ever greater contributions and resources. Throughout
the countryside a growing network of nativist enthusiasts produced volunteers
eager to establish their status as participants. Thus daimyo were not, in other
words, free agents; they had to keep an ear to the ground and their officials
had to watch their backs.

Ideology and politics intersected in several major southwestern domains
in plans to influence national affairs. Han statesmen worked with court nobles
in devising schemes that would increase the court’s—and, not incidentally,
their domains’—Ileverage in national affairs. Choshu led in this, only to have
its proposal trumped by one submitted by Satsuma, and while that was still
on track a third and even more sweeping scheme was advanced by Tosa. The
daimyo themselves were often cool to ideas of court participation in national
affairs, for the court nobles they knew personally were as often as not poorly
informed, impractical, and xenophobic. Yamauchi Yodo of Tosa, for instance,
often dismissed them as “long sleeves.” Their vassals, with points to score
against competing domains, were more likely to see merit in forming working
relationships with court activists, and ordinary samurai, especially those
tinged by loyalist thoughts of imperial revival, were enthusiastic at the thought
of cooperation with elegant representatives of ancient lineage whose proximity
to the emperor lent an almost religious element to their planning. Not a few
samurai absconded from their domain to take up service with court nobles
in Kyoto. As emotions rose and stakes became greater, failure could lead to
disgrace and often death. Nagai Uta, who formulated the first Chosha plan,
was condemned to suicide when it failed. Takechi Zuisan, who organized the
Tosa/court mission to Edo, suffered the same fate when his lord, secure once
again in control of han affairs, decided that Takechi had overstepped his
bounds. Indeed, his “crime” illustrated the way loyalist enthusiasm could
threaten feudal hierarchy. The judgment against Takechi noted that he had
affixed his lord’s name to a memorial circulated at court proposing that the
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entire Kyoto-Osaka plain be given over to the court to manage, and that Osaka
merchants be required to provide the resources to fund the security guard
that would be required. That done, presumably, it would be possible to drive
out the foreigners.

KOBU-GATTAI

Historians (and nineteenth-century contemporaries) refer to the next stage
of politics as the period of kobu-gattai, or union of court (ké) and camp (bu),
Kyoto and Edo. Both sides tried to pull back from the impasse Ii Naosuke
had created between the two power centers. Fudai daimyo who had tradition-
ally staffed the bakufu’s highest posts now took a back seat to men who were
strangers to high office. Since the problem was relations with Kyoto, these
newcomers spent much of their time in Kyoto, creating something of a divi-
sion within the bakufu. Matsudaira Keiei (Shungaku), head of the Fukui col-
lateral house, had been disciplined by Ii in the Ansei purge. In the summer
0f 1862 he was called from retirement and named seiji sosai, or Supreme Coun-
cillor, an imposing title that masked a poorly defined office established in
the hope of conciliating the aggrieved court. Hitotsubashi Keiki (Yoshinobu),
whose candidacy for shogunal succession had so alarmed Ii, was named koken,
or Guardian, of the young shogun Iemochi.

Matsudaira Shungaku came prepared with many ideas, most of which had
been worked out by his adviser Yokoi Shonan, perhaps the most brilliant of
the defense intellectuals of the decade. He began with a general pardon for
all those who had been disciplined by Ii and a call for punishment of the
officials who had helped set those sentences. It is not difficult to imagine the
consternation of the Edo fudai who had directed the Ansei purge. This time
it was Nagano Shuzen, Ii’s right-hand man in Kyoto, who was ordered to
commit seppuku. Next came implementation of a step that bakufu leaders
had designed before the appointment of the new team. Ando Nobumasa, a
lieutenant of Ii Naosuke whose career ended when he was grievously wounded
by a would-be assassin, had argued that a marriage connection between the
court and the young shogun was the best way to cement relations with Kyoto.
In fact it was to have almost the opposite effect. Princess Kazu (“Kazu no
miya”), an imperial princess, was proposed as consort for the young shogun
Iemochi despite the fact that she was already affianced to Prince Arisugawa.
Princess Kazu was carried to Edo in the winter months of 1861—62. Her enor-
mous procession, preceded and followed by supplies and baggage of every
sort, took eighty days for the three-hundred-mile trip. The bakufu took mas-
sive security precautions, and travel stations along the route found themselves
forced to provide thousands more porters than usual.
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The proposed match increased anti-bakufu pressures at the court, for it
was known that Emperor Komei objected to sending his younger sister off to
Edo. As tempers rose, court nobles who had helped engineer the match in
hopes of increasing political leverage for Kyoto found themselves in danger.
Iwakura Tomomi, a future builder of the modern state, was one. He and five
associates were reviled as “four scoundrels and two matchmakers,” and as the
court grew increasingly radical he was dismissed from his posts and took shel-
ter outside the capital. It was now that emissaries from Kyoto, accompanied
by strong forces of samurai from southwestern domains, began to arrive in
Edo with demands for expulsion of the foreigners. The first of these, in which
eight hundred Satsuma men accompanied the court noble Ohara Shigetomi,
was on its way back to Kyoto when it encountered a party of English who
remained mounted as they watched it pass. An indignant Satsuma samurai
cut down one of them, a merchant named Richardson, an event which had
portentous consequences for bakufu foreign relations.’

Activists were beginning to refer to the emperor as a “jewel,” possession
of which could be the ace card in future politics. The bakufu, with his security
in mind, appointed the young head of its vassal house, Matsudaira Katamori
of Aizu, to a new post, Protector of Kyoto. His assignment was to keep other
and possibly hostile forces from getting control of the court. He fulfilled that
role ably, and, despite one assassination attempt, held the post from the day
of his appointment to the fall of the bakufu, managing to avoid alienating
either it or the court. In addition to the 1,500 Aizu samurai he kept in Kyoto
he could call on the resources of his younger brother, who was also a daimyo.
Few figures in late Tokugawa times were more effective, something the future
Meiji leaders could never manage to forgive.*

Late in 1862 the bakufu relaxed its regulations for sankin-kotai so that
daimyo could look to their defenses for the anticipated war with the foreign-
ers. They now needed to be in attendance at Edo only one year in three, and
they were permitted to remove their families from Edo. This change produced
hundreds more processions as family dependents, military entourages, and
baggage horses moved slowly along the major arteries. The strain on highway
stations that were expected to deal with this, and on surrounding villages from
which they drew their porters, grew apace.” Even worse was to come.

Traffic reached its height when the young shogun himself traveled to
Kyoto in 1863 to pay his respects to a newly confident court. Not since 1634,
when Iemitsu had traveled with a mighty host, had a shogun visited Kyoto.
But while Iemitsu had gone with strength to overawe court and daimyo,
Iemochi went from weakness to conciliate in hopes of gaining strength.

The young shogun was treated with courtesy in Kyoto, but what had been
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expected to be a short visit grew longer as more ceremonies were scheduled,
culminating in a grand imperial progress to the Kamo Shrine accompanied
by the shogun and large numbers of court nobles, daimyo, and samurai, to
pray for divine assistance in driving out the foreigners. It was clear that the
court was in charge, and not the bakufu. Ironically, this was probably best
shown by a clear authorization of civil rule issued by the emperor to the
shogun—one the shogunate had never felt necessary in earlier years. Indeed,
if one follows the arguments presented earlier about the Tokugawa state, this
“commission” was a late Tokugawa concept that owed a good deal to the
diffusion of Mito scholarship and ideology. Iemochi was to visit Kyoto two
more times. In 1864 he joined a group of daimyo for a ceremony in which a
court chamberlain read a document quoting the emperor to the effect that
“I cannot sleep at night, nor can I take nourishment at the state of the realm.”
The shogun was to die in Osaka on his third visit to the Kansai area in 1866.

Even the “authorization” to rule carried its price; Tokugawa Keiki ac-
cepted, on behalf of the bakufu, a court directive to drive the foreigners out
of Japan by June 1863. This was of course patently impossible, and most of
those involved knew that it was. But it seemed wise to show “sincerity.” Ba-
kufu leaders hoped they would be able to delay implementing that, and also
that they could persuade the powers to accept some delay in opening the
ports. They tried the latter first, with a mission to Europe that tried, by an
agreement known as the London Protocol, to secure acceptance of a delay in
opening Edo, Osaka, Kobe, and Niigata for five years, but instead of cooperat-
ing, England and France, worried about the safety of their nationals in Japan,
landed a force of 1,500 men to guard the foreign settlements in the summer
of 1863. This was an increasingly unreal world. Keiki dutifully promised on
behalf of the shogun that the bakufu would drive out the foreigners, with no
intention of trying to do so, while the bakufu implored the powers to delay
without much expectation that they would do so. It might, one supposes,
have stood as evidence that they had done their best. With delaying tactics
of this sort, the bakufu was now using tactics that had been used in dealing
with Perry and Harris in an attempt to hold off antiforeign extremism. This
temporizing did not bode well for the future.

The swings of policy now became particularly complex. A series of inter-
twined narratives makes it easier to follow developments from regional or
ideological perspectives than to see the whole process in perspective. Those
narratives include struggles for the control of domain politics in Satsuma,
Choshu, and Tosa; for control over and manipulation of the court and nobles
in Kyoto; over the direction of bakufu politics and policies; and among the
foreign representatives to realize the privileges they had been promised in the
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treaties. “Loyalists” who linked emperor with expulsion attacked their oppo-
nents as “bakufu supporters,” but the Tokugawa ranks themselves were far
from united, and even the little group of foreign representatives, although
they took a hard line on diplomatic issues, had deep fissures as European
rivalries reappeared in Japanese waters. It will be useful to chart events in
order to show how they conspired to accelerate the change in court, domains,
and bakufu.

For a period it seemed as though kobu-gatai cooperation between a coop-
erative bakufu and a more reasonable court might bring results. In the sum-

Last Days of the Bakufu

1860  First bakufu mission to the United States to ratify treaty. Ii Naosuke
assassinated (“‘Sakurada Gate” Incident).

1861  Chosha’s Nagai Uta, in Kyoto, opposes expulsion (subsequently
condemned to seppuku). Russians occupy Tsushima, retreat at English
demand. Princess Kazu leaves Kyoto for Edo.

1862  Assassination attempt on roji Ando (“Sakashita Gate” Incident).
Appointments of Matsudaira Shungaku, Hitotsubashi Keiki; “Bunkya”
reforms. Matsudaira Katamori assigned to Kyoto defense. Relaxation
of sankin-kotai.

1863  Court authorizes emissary to Edo to order expulsion. Shogun Iemochi
travels to Kyoto. Choshii, “obeying” order, shells foreign ships in
Shimonoseki Straits. Aizu and Satsuma troops drive Chasha out of
Kyoto. English shell Kagoshima in retaliation for Richardson’s death.

1864 Chosha units try, and fail, to seize control of court. Bakufu orders
campaign against Choshu. British, French, Dutch, U.S. ships shell
Shimonoseki.

1865 Chosht submits to bakufu; internal coup reverses policy, and bakufu
orders second punitive expedition.

1866  Satsuma-Choshu alliance against bakufu. Bakufu-Chosha war halted
on death of emperor and shogun. Hitotsubashi Keiki named shogun.
Urban riots; ee ja nai ka movement. Bakufu launches sweeping
reforms with help of France.

1867  Shogun, in Kyoto, resigns office. Proclamation of Restoration of
Imperial rule. Satsuma-engineered coup brings on Toba-Fushimi
battle and “Boshin” civil war.
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mer of 1863 Aizu forces that had been commissioned to guard the court com-
bined with Satsuma units in seizing control of the palace gates. Satsuma and
Chosht had their own legacy of suspicion and rivalry. Domain administrators
were alarmed by the insubordination shown by antiforeign zealots; and the
daimyo of all the southwestern domains except Choshat were taking steps to
suppress their radicals. Satsuma regulars routed a group of loyalists they sur-
prised at a Fushimi inn in 1862, and Yamauchi Y6do, the Tosa lord, broke
up the Tosa loyalist league and condemned Takechi Zuisan to seppuku.

The warships of the foreign powers also played their part in bringing the
Japanese together. The bakufu found that it was held responsible for every
antiforeign act of terrorism, despite the fact that its control over daimyo and
their samurai was not total. On two occasions, however, the foreign powers
did their part in showing that expulsion of the foreigners would not be a
simple matter and punished the offending domain instead of the bakufu. In
response to the murder of the merchant Richardson in 1862, English warships
shelled and burned the Satsuma castle town of Kagoshima in 1863. And when
Choshi, where a strongly radical party had taken control, decided to carry
out the imperial order for expulsion on its own by shelling foreign shipping
in the Straits of Shimonoseki in 1863, its gun batteries were destroyed by a
flotilla of British, French, Dutch, and American warships the following year.
At Kyoto the court was also shaken by evidence of radicalism and insubordi-
nation on the part of its alleged adherents. Young court nobles joined forces
with antiforeign radicals in several quixotic attempts to raise the imperial flag.
Then in the summer of 1864 Choshu radicals went so far as to challenge the
Aizu-Satsuma protective cordon that had been thrown around the imperial
palace. They suffered a bloody defeat, and the most radical court nobles fled
the city for exile in Kyushu. The emperor was indignant at this clear insubordi-
nation and the damage done to his capital, and Chosht was branded an “en-
emy of the court.” Not content with that, the court demanded that the bakufu
take steps to punish Chosha for its temerity and intemperate conduct.

THE TOKUGAWA RALLY

The Bunkyt program of reform had at its center the hope for cooperation
between bakufu and the great lords, especially the daimyo of Satsuma, Tosa,
and Choshg, in the interests of preparing Japan for the opening of the ports.
The presence of those lords, who had previously been excluded from partici-
pation in national affairs, was supposed to deter the bakufu from self-centered,
“selfish” direction. Unfortunately daimyo, each a petty emperor within his
realm, were not accustomed to collegial cooperation. When things went badly
they tended to return to their domains from Kyoto, and from that base they
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were likely to think and bargain with parochial interests in mind. It began
with Matsudaira Shungaku, an architect of the program, who resigned his
post of Supreme Councillor and returned to Fukui, where he was followed
by an order to enter domiciliar confinement. By the summer of 1863 he had
been pardoned, but the distrust that had been building between Edo regulars
and outside meddlers deepened. Shimazu Hisamitsu of Satsuma and Yama-
uchi Yodo of Tosa were equally prone to register dissent by departure, and
proved quite as “selfish” as the bakufu they were out to restrain. The unrealis-
tic discussion of expulsion of the foreign powers distorted plans for coopera-
tion and alarmed Edo administrators who had to deal with the outside world,
and the domination of a group of radical antiforeign zealots in Chosht re-
moved that domain from the conference table and earned it condemnation
as an “enemy of the court.”

Under these circumstances the apparent triumph of reason in Satsuma
and Tosa, where domain administrations had turned against their radicals,
and the clear evidence that Choshi loyalists had overplayed their hand en-
couraged Edo administrators to think about a restoration of bakufu authority.
Even more compelling arguments for the restoration of discipline were closer
to hand in Mito, where an insurrection broke out in 1864. The movement
had its origins in ideological and factional lines that had formed in Nariaki’s
time. Embittered samurai and ronin gathered in the area around Tsukuba,
refused to disband, and then grew in number and potential. The bakufu or-
dered fourteen daimyo to mobilize against the insurgents, whose pronounced
aim was a descent on Yokohama to drive out the foreigners. The Mito admin-
istration was in total disarray and only gradually responded to the crisis. As
disorder grew the bakufu found its own military seriously deficient and called
for assistance from more daimyo. Then, just at the time that Chosha insur-
gents were being routed in Kyoto, the pacification of Mito began to make
headway; daimyo who had wavered decided to support the bakufu orders,
and the Mito force, defeated in full battle, shrank to several hundred ronin
who tried to make their way to Kyoto. When they finally gave in to vastly
greater forces, bakufu retribution was ruthless; hundreds were beheaded.®

This insurrection, and the events that had embroiled the Kyoto-Osaka
area, helped to convince conservatives that it was time to reassert Tokugawa
authority. The defeat of radicalism in the Kansai and Kanto coincided with
the chastening of antiforeignism in Satsuma, where the English had shelled
and burned Kagoshima, and in Choshii, which now found itself quite isolated.

The bakufu moved to exploit its advantage. Twenty-one daimyo were or-
dered to mobilize against Chosht. The expedition was to be led by the lord
of Owari, and even Satsuma cooperated fully with it. It proved unnecessary
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to fight. Within Chosha the crisis brought on factional battles that finally
ended in the victory of a conservative group that was willing to accept bakufu
conditions. The three domain elders who had led the attack on Kyoto were
ordered to commit suicide and their heads were sent to bakufu commanders,
together with assurances that four lesser staff officers had been executed. The
radical court nobles who had fled Kyoto with the Choshua forces were removed
to Kyushu for confinement.

Not content with this, the bakufu had decided a few weeks earlier that
sankin-kotai regulations would be restored; daimyo who found it difficult to
travel were offered transport on steamships the bakufu had acquired. Some
domains had rented space to commoners, and now daimyo were warned that
they were not to let their Edo residences be used by others. The attempt was
not a success. Small daimyo near at hand responded, but many larger domains
remained silent. Early in 1865 the bakufu reminded them that they were
expected to come. In 1866 bakufu administrators sent questionnaires about
the residences and their staffing that were designed to show their state of
compliance. But most daimyo, and all large domain daimyo, ignored these
messages. The court, as was increasingly the case, also interfered, sending
instructions to Edo that daimyo should be permitted to concentrate their re-
sources on rearmament. It was clear that this time it was the bakufu that had
overreached.

Bakufu conservatives were also dissatisfied with the disposition of the case
against Chosh. They wanted the domain reduced in size, and demanded that
the daimyo and his son be sent to Edo in formal and public penance. Nor
were they content with things at court. In 1865 Edo dispatched two rojiz with
3,000 troops to Kyoto with the goal of exerting more direct control over the
court. Hitotsubashi Keiki, who was considered unreliable and too moderate,
was recalled to Edo. They also backed away from other cooperative ventures.
At Hyogo Katsu Kaishi, an innovative young official (and former student of
Sakuma Shozan’s) who had been in charge of the first steamship sent across
the Pacific, had established a naval training school that enrolled spirited and
able young men from all parts of the country, even ronin. Katsu’s assistant
was a young ronin named Sakamoto Ryoma, who had fled his native Tosa to
join the many young activists eager to take part in national politics; he had
set out to assassinate Katsu only to be persuaded that military preparedness
made better sense than antiforeign heroics, and helped Katsu recruit others
like him. This sort of thing looked suspicious to Edo conservatives; Katsu was
soon out of his job and Sakamoto a refugee in Satsuma.

Each of these retreats carried a price. The court was not impressed by
these measures, and let it be known that the system of alternate attendance
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should not be reestablished. The “united front” of Satsuma, Aizu, and Edo
that had brought Chosha to heel broke up over the new round of bakufu
demands, for few were comfortable with the idea of calling the Chosha lord
and his son to Edo.

It then proved that the Chosha problem had not been solved after all.
Before its concession the Choshu radical government in that domain had been
recruiting irregular military units that included commoners. In practice these
were usually sons of the village elite, headmen and the wealthy farmers, men
whose social standing had given them near-samurai status and whose literacy
had made it possible for them to be passionately aware of the national and
domain crisis. The Chosha surrender government now ordered them to dis-
band, but instead they rose in revolt to strengthen the radical faction and
force another change in domain political leadership. This insurrection, for
that is what it was, did not involve disrespect to the daimyo, for that worthy,
something of a political cipher, simply changed his position once again and
continued to head the domain.

In view of these developments bakufu administrators had to rethink their
course once more. Reform-minded men argued the importance of national
unity and military growth and advocated lenient treatment for Chosha and
close consultation with the other great domains, while conservatives argued
the case for a second expedition against Choshi, one led by the young shogun
himself. They were confident that the domain would submit a second time
once it saw that overwhelming force was being arrayed against it.

They were wrong. The radicals who had seized power took a firm stand
against the bakufu; they knew they had their backs to the wall and that no
compromise was possible. The bakufu had difficulty getting cooperation from
other domains a second time. Satsuma leaders, who had helped work out the
terms of the original compromise settlement, now saw themselves threatened
by the possible subjugation of Choshit and wondered whether they themselves
would be the next targets for a victorious bakufu.

There were also alarming indications that Edo leaders had found promis-
ing sources of support for military modernization from the France of the
Second Empire. Léon Roches, a diplomat who had won his spurs in Algeria,
arrived in Japan in the spring of 1864; before long he had become the senior
member of the foreign representatives. Roches saw opportunities for his coun-
try in the Tokugawa eagerness to obtain technology, training, and equipment.
A bakufu military mission was dispatched to France. Sweeping reforms envi-
sioned a commoner conscript army. At Yokosuka French technicians were
beginning work on an iron foundry and armory. Since a victorious and united
bakufu would be able to command resources far superior to those available



THE TokuGcAawaA FALL 307

to any of its vassals, it is not surprising that leaders of Satsuma were anxious
to prevent Edo from becoming too strong. Satsuma leaders were working
more closely with court nobles, and it is probable that they had their hand
in some of the decrees that countered bakufu policy.

Unfortunately for Edo, Chosha refused to buckle, and a military advance
became necessary. Many elements of the bakufu-led alliance were half-hearted
in their participation, while the Chosha defenders, fighting on their home
territory and for their very lives and honor, were far more motivated. Bakufu
attempts to invade Chosht were unsuccessful at every point. The bakufu was
saved from its embarrassment by the death of the shogun Iemochi, which
made a truce inevitable. Tokugawa Iemochi died at the age of twenty in Osaka,
where he had come to “lead” the campaign, as the news of military reverses
came in.

This time it was clear that there was no real alternative to Hitotsubashi
Keiki as shogun; he was promptly named successor and invested early the
following year. Approval of this succession was one of the last acts of the
Emperor Komei, who died late in 1866.

THE TOKUGAWA FALL

Keiki was shogun for less than a year. How was it that the man generally
thought to be the most promising political figure of his time had so short a
tenure? Granted, he was not eager for the appointment, realizing its problems;
granted also, he was, by general agreement, indecisive; and granted further
that he was distrusted by many of the Edo “regulars.” Nevertheless problems
remain. Within a few months of his accession things seemed to be going better
with the foreign powers. He had plans for a cooperative council of sorts in
which all the great lords would have a voice. The program of military modern-
ization undertaken with French help was on schedule, and he dispatched his
younger brother to France to represent Japan at an international exhibition
with the expectation that he might succeed him after further seasoning. Yet
within months all this was in ruins and Keiki was on a warship headed for
Edo in retreat from his pursuers.

Bakufu miscues in the attempted suppression of Choshu gave strength
to a new program contained in the slogan tobaku, “overthrow the bakufu!”
Exclusion was clearly no longer possible, but tobaku could be combined with
loyalism, sonno, quite as well as joi exclusionism had been. There was now a
new perception among men who had been animated by antiforeign sentiment
that the bakufu, while sobered by its setbacks, was turning to cooperate with
the foreigners; consequently they themselves shifted their animosity from the
foreigners to the bakufu. The brief rally in which bakufu conservatives had
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shown signs of trying to reassert their control then served to coalesce disparate
domain forces into a united front against the bakufu.

This was not an easy or an obvious choice. The disputes of a decade had
raised provincial and domain consciousness and distrust, and if bakufu leaders
found French military advisers less threatening Satsuma leaders were no less
impressed by the British guns and ships that had devastated Kagoshima.
Chosht was still beleaguered behind its borders, under sentence from the
court. Yet somehow the changing image of the bakufu began to unite men
and forces that later fell apart.

It will be useful to see these events through the eyes of one unusual figure
whose career cuts across all the barriers of status, ideology, politics, and geog-
raphy that have been discussed. Sakamoto Ryoma was born a goshi (country
samurai) in Tosa in 1835. He was a youth when the crisis of Perry’s black ships
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broke the tedium of life in a status-bound society. This provided incentive
for study in fencing schools in Edo, and from that came contacts with young
braves from other areas. After he returned home he became one of the young
loyalists who collected around Takechi Zuisan in 1861. A younger son without
family responsibilities, Sakamoto felt himself free to break the samurai code.
He left Tosa illegally and secretly by a mountainous route to savor the excite-
ment of participation in national affairs. His first goal, direct action, took the
form of trying to assassinate Katsu Kaisha, the bakufu hatamoto charged with
setting up a naval training school. Katsu’s cool response to his youthful would-
be assailant was to argue with him about the things that had to be done to
make Japan secure against the foreigners. Converted from enemy to disciple,
Sakamoto became a staunch follower, helping to recruit other ronin for the
school. After Katsu lost his job, Sakamoto, who narrowly escaped an assassina-
tion attempt, took cover in Satsuma, together with a courageous young
woman who had helped save his life and now became his wife. With Satsuma
help Sakamoto was now able to launch a small commercial operation. His
Kaientai was something between a primitive navy and cargo company, and
it carried contraband from Nagasaki to Chosha and to Satsuma.

As bakufu leaders stumbled into the second expedition against Chosha,
Sakamoto worked to mediate the political chasm between Satsuma and
Chosha. His ronin wanderings had won him credentials in both camps, and
in the early days of 1866 he brokered an alliance between the two military
powerhouses. By its terms Satsuma promised not to join the bakufu in the
second expedition and to intervene with the court to restore Choshu to favor.
Clearly, the bakufu was now the enemy and had to be replaced or at least
restructured.

Sakamoto’s own domain of Tosa saw new merit in this ronin with such
good connections; Katsu Kaishai intervened with Yamauchi Yodo to get him
restored to duty. The next step was a Tosa-Satsuma agreement. Its text stressed
the shameful nature of a land with two governments. “Our first great duty,”
it read, “is to seek out the national polity and structure of the Imperial Coun-
try of old so that we may face all nations without shame . . . There can not
be two rulers in a land, or two heads in a house . . . is there anywhere else
that there is a national polity like this? We must reform our regulations and
return political power to the court, form a council of feudal lords, and conduct
affairs in line with the desires of the people in this manner; only then can we
face all nations without shame and establish our national polity . . . Let us
elevate the wisdom of the ruler and loyalty of subjects, seeking out the great
peace and carrying out for all the people of the realm a governance of generos-
ity, humaneness, wisdom, and compassion.”
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This brief examination of one individual’s awakening can suffice to show
the speed with which consciousness changed in a decade of crisis. What began
as outrage against intrusive foreigners had become anger directed at a polity
that did not conform to international standards. The agreement’s references
to a “council to be established in Kyoto” show that Sakamoto had also become
aware of ideas of representative government and collegial cooperation through
his contacts with progressive figures in Edo. Central to this was a proposal
he made to the Tosa rojit Gotdo Shojird that the Tosa daimyo be persuaded
to submit to the shogun a proposal whereby he could achieve peace with
honor in a new structure that would replace Tokugawa with imperial hege-
mony. Under its terms a council of lords would provide a firmer basis for a
unified political structure.

Sakamoto Ryoma’s Eight-Point Plan was the basis for the Tosa petition
on which the last shogun surrendered his powers.

1. Political power of the country should be returned to the Imperial
Court, and all decrees issued by the Court.

2. Two legislative bodies, an Upper and a Lower house, should be
established, and all government measures should be decided on the basis
of general opinion.

3. Men of ability among the lords, nobles, and people at large should
be employed as councillors, and traditional offices of the past which have
lost their purpose should be abolished.

4. Foreign affairs should be carried on according to appropriate regula-
tions worked out on the basis of general opinion.

5. Legislation and regulations of earlier times should be set aside and
a new and adequate code should be selected.

6. The navy should be enlarged.

7. An Imperial Guard should be set up to defend the capital.

8. The values of gold, silver and goods should be brought into line
with those in other countries.®

This maneuvering came to a head in November of 1867. Edo modernizers
were pushing their reforms to produce a more effective bakufu, and Satsuma
and Chosht were readying their troops for a military confrontation. In Kyoto
Tosa representatives presented the shogun with their daimyo’s proposal that
he resign his office and titles. The court would rule, but a two-house council
made up of daimyo and court nobles would direct new treaties, the building
of an imperial army and navy, and correct the errors of the past.

Yoshinobu (Keiki) agreed. He announced his decision to the daimyo who
were on hand; their images remain bowed in respect and loyalty in the audi-
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ence chamber of Kyoto’s Nijo Castle. He did not consult people in Edo, but
it is clear that he saw this course as a way of escaping the predicament of
responsibility without power. Under the new conciliar system, after all, he
would remain first among his peers, his position strengthened by the success
of the modernization steps under way in Edo. But this does not lessen the
importance of his decision. The Tokugawa polity was at an end. Goto, the
Tosa domain elder who had been summoned to Nijo Castle to hear the an-
nouncement, wrote Sakamoto in elation: “The shogun indicated to us his
intention of handing over his administrative powers to the throne, and tomor-
row he will petition the Court to this effect. There will be a council chamber
with an upper and a lower house . . . This is the event of a millennium. I
could not delay in telling you, for nothing will cause more rejoicing in the
country.”

THE MEIJI RESTORATION
The Satsuma leaders had been quite willing to propose that the shogun surren-
der his powers, but they did not regard this as a solution, for they had more
sweeping aims in view. Unlike Tosa, which had sponsored the resignation
request, Satsuma and Chosht were large enough and strong enough to see
themselves as central to a new structure. Satsuma leaders Saigo Takamori and
Okubo Toshimichi had been working with the court noble Iwakura Tomomi,
newly restored to favor after he had fallen into disgrace for favoring the mar-
riage of Princess Kazu to Iemochi, to secure a court authorization for striking
down the bakufu. A letter from Okubo to Iwakura argued that “if everything
is allowed to proceed as it is, and the great issue of how to govern the country
is delegated merely to the hard work of the Imperial Court and to the consen-
sus reached by the three highest positions within the [long ineffective] Council
of State, then war is to be preferred . . . We urge you to think through the
matter carefully and consider all the alternatives. It is most important that
the first step in the new government is not a mistaken one . . . At the present
time, regardless of whatever arguments may be advanced, it is necessary to
demote the shogun to the position of an ordinary daimyo, reduce his official
rank by one degree, let him return his domains, and let him ask for the pardon
of his crimes.” In other words, nothing short of an abject confession of error
and surrender of all Tokugawa territories would provide the basis for a new
system. Iwakura secured for them an order from the new boy-emperor to
chastise the Tokugawa.

It is possible to argue that two, in fact three, programs were under way
in the waning weeks of 1867. Edo administrators were rushing the moderniza-
tion of the bakufu military structure. Satsuma and Chosht were preparing to
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have their way by force of arms. The Tosa lord, aware of both alternatives,
tried to head off violence and secure a resignation in the hope that this would
bring a peaceful and equitable solution.

Keiki’s resignation had created a void. The court ordered nearby daimyo
to stay in place. It seemed likely that the rescript authorizing an attack on the
bakufu would be withdrawn. Satsuma, Tosa, and Choshi leaders cajoled their
daimyo and rushed their preparation. On January 3, 1868, the court pro-
claimed the Restoration of Imperial Rule of Old (Osei fukko no daigorei).

That same day a little group had met at the residence of Iwakura Tomomi
to set in motion plans for their units to seize control of the palace gates. Keiki
was ordered to surrender his lands as well as his powers. Unsure of his course,
he retreated to the Osaka Castle to attend a meeting previously arranged with
representatives of the foreign powers. By then Kyoto was securely within the
control of the coalition headed by Satsuma. After some hesitation Keiki
yielded to the pleas of his indignant vassals; he remonstrated to the court,
and then decided to contest the issue by force. A battle on the approaches to
Kyoto, at Toba-Fushimi, followed on January 27. In sharp fighting bakufu
units were subjected to withering fire along the way. Unprepared for battle
and poorly led, they fell back on Osaka. Keiki returned by ship to an Edo he
had not visited during his brief reign as shogun. The Restoration War (Boshin
senso, so named for the zodiacal cycle) had begun. It would continue until
the surrender of the last bakufu naval units in Hokkaido in the spring of 1869.

2. The Open Ports

This political narrative does little justice to the complexity of the 1860s, for
at each step the story was affected, and sometimes determined, by the presence
and problem of the foreigners. It was they who provided the figured bass
against which the complex counterpoint in Restoration politics was played
out. Bakufu efforts to delay opening of the ports were undone by violence
directed against Japan’s unwelcome guests, and bakufu concessions to the
powers in satisfaction of such violence drew greater charges of shame and
cowardice. From the opening of Yokohama on, issue after issue—currency
exchange, channels of trade, violations of security—found the bakufu losing
round after round. Every concession opened the door a little farther and
alarmed an often xenophobic imperial court. Bakufu officials did their best
to rein in or at least delay the schedule of opening that had been set in Harris’s
treaty of 1858 at the same time that they found it necessary to prod the court
to cancel its sweeping orders for expulsion. At the very end Keiki had just
won an expensive victory by forcing the court to agree to the opening of
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Hyogo (modern Kobe) when the Restoration drama came to its climax, thus
defining the “crimes” for which the bakufu was held to account.

There were also ways in which the bakufu could gain by the open ports.
If Japan was to stand off the West at all remilitarization was urgent, and mod-
ernization of the military could be best carried out by importing up-to-date
equipment. Of all Japan’s political units the bakufu had the first and best
chance to gain by a program of import, and it had the most resources as well.

Dutch naval officers developed a naval training school at Nagasaki imme-
diately after the coming of Perry, and the domain of Saga, responsible for the
defense of Nagasaki, provided over one-third of the student body. The Saga
daimyo, who was welcomed on a visit to a Dutch warship, invited the Dutch
instructors and bakufu students to visit the Saga school of Western learning,
only to have the bakufu superintendents (bugyo) veto the idea out of fear that
bakufu and Saga men would grow too friendly.” They had some reason to
be careful, for of all the Tokugawa rivals Satsuma and Chosha were the best
positioned to acquire modern technology thanks to their proximity to Naga-
saki.

Throughout the 1860s the foreign representatives were concerned chiefly
with trade, while their Japanese counterparts were focused on politics. “The
West,” as W. G. Beasley puts it, “saw the system in terms of commercial advan-
tage, [but] both Chinese and Japanese were preoccupied with the political
disabilities it imposed on them. They made economic concessions almost
without thought.”"

England and France took the lead in the struggle to implement the treaties.
The United States was torn by civil war, and Russia, weakened by the Crimean
War, turned to internal reform. As a result most of the diplomats involved
in the decade had served on the China coast before coming to Japan. It must
be granted that their frustrations were real enough, but to them they brought
attitudes that had taken shape in China. Conciliation, they thought, would
be construed as weakness, and successful diplomacy depended upon the will-
ingness to use force whenever necessary to win a point. One finds this well
stated in the writing of Rutherford Alcock, Britain’s first minister to Japan
from 1859 to 1861:

It is weakness, or the suspicion of it, which invariably provokes wrong and
aggression in the East . . . Hence it is that all diplomacy in these regions
which does not rest on a solid substratum of force, or an element of
strength, to be laid bare when all gentler processes fail, rests on false prem-
ises, and must of necessity fail in its object—more especially, perhaps,
when that end is peace.”
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When Yokohama was opened to foreign trade in 1859, the first problem
that came up was that of currency to be used in commercial transactions.
Harris demanded the exchange of silver coins by weight, but bakufu officials
realized that the silver content of their coins was greater and resisted this. But
this problem was soon eclipsed by a greater one. Not only were there major
discrepancies between Japanese currency used in the Edo and in the Osaka
areas, but an even greater disparity concerned the ratio between silver and
gold; in Japan the silver ratio was approximately 1 to 5, but the world level
was closer to 1 to 15. Foreign traders quickly realized the profits to be gained
from exporting Japanese gold ryo to Shanghai, converting them to silver there,
and returning to begin again. This “gold rush,” as one author describes it,
forced the bakufu to realign its entire currency, something probably desirable
in view of the fact that there were an estimated sixteen hundred issues of
paper money and multiple issues of coinage in circulation in the 1860s. While
this was taking place, however, a galloping inflation complicated life for urban
Japanese; in 1862 the Edo city magistrate reported that living costs had risen
by 50 percent.

There was also a consistent undertone of danger and violence for foreign-
ers outside the enclave of the treaty ports. Many of the terrorists were trying
to provoke war with the foreigners; others wanted to make a political point
by embarrassing the bakufu, and still others were simply xenophobic swords-
men. The bakufu felt it had little alternative to yielding to foreign demands
for monetary satisfaction for attacks on foreigners; political concessions in
the form of more ports would have cost it more. As a result a good deal of
currency left Japan. In 1861 Townsend Harris’s interpreter, Henry Heusken,
was cut down in Edo. Harris’s response was relatively measured, but when
the British legation at Tozenji was attacked by Chosht samurai six months
later Britain called for satisfaction. The most expensive case of all was the
murder of the English merchant Richardson. Britain demanded not only mon-
etary satisfaction but execution of those responsible in the presence of British
observers. The bakufu paid the naval commanders for each day they were in
Japanese ports. When the bakufu could not force Satsuma to produce those
responsible a strong detachment of British warships sailed into Kagoshima
harbor to seize Satsuma warships; in the gunfire that resulted much of the
city was burned. Chosh@’s attempt to carry out the expulsion edict by itself
in June 1863 brought down on it the wrath of each of the powers who had
ships at hand as they joined in shelling the Shimonoseki batteries. Each of
these incidents became the basis for a demand for satisfaction for which the
bakufu, though not primarily involved, was held responsible, and the major
sums—one hundred thousand British pounds, paid as three million dollars
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Mexican for the Richardson incident—had to be paid over in hard currency
that was secretly loaded at night to ward off more violence. At that, the Sat-
suma and Choshu people sometimes charged the bakufu with being in collu-
sion with the foreigners, “striking them with foreign hands.”

Against this background of danger, bakufu requests that the schedule of
port openings be delayed fared poorly. An early effort led to a London Proto-
col of 1862 that was undone by the violence, and a second mission sent to
Europe to ask for a delay was so poorly timed that the emissary found himself
agreeing to advance the schedule, only to return, be dismissed, and de-
nounced. Life was often difficult and dangerous for foreigners and the mer-
chants who dealt with them, and the attacks that resulted provoked the West-
ern powers into additional measures that fastened the treaty port system on
the country. In 1864 a regiment of soldiers was brought up from Hong Kong
and stationed in the capital to protect the foreign representatives.

At the very last an additional element of competition between England
and France came into the picture in the persons of Léon Roches, minister
from France’s Second Empire from 1864 to 1868, and Harry Parkes, British
minister from 1865 to 1883. Both men were experienced colonialists; Parkes
had begun as an interpreter in Canton, and Roches had spent several decades
in North Africa. In the major disputes concerning opening and terrorism, the
foreigners stuck together, but as bakufu power began to wane the two men
saw different opportunities for their countries. Parkes remained ostensibly
aloof from political involvement, but a visit he paid to Satsuma, added to his
consistent pressure on the bakufu, led to the impression that English policy
favored the southwestern domains. A pamphlet written without authorization
for a treaty port paper by Ernest Satow, his able interpreter (and, much later,
successor as minister), entitled “On English Policy,” circulated widely in Japa-
nese translation and was taken as a statement of British intentions. Satow
argued that the shogunate and the powers should work together to get a for-
mal authorization of the treaties from the imperial court, as it seemed to be
gaining power. Roches, on the other hand, saw an opportunity for France in
providing the bakufu assistance for development and arms. The Japanese
would be able to pay for this through a large-scale export of silkworm egg
cards to France, where silk production had been afflicted by a deadly blight.
A French military mission was sent to train a new bakufu army, and French
engineers began the construction of the naval base and arsenal at Yokosuka.
Both ministers’ efforts helped to speed political change: the perception of
British favor lent support to advocacy of unification around the emperor, and
the fear of a bakufu stronger because of France’s assistance made it more
urgent to act against it while there was still time.
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The 1860s also provided opportunities for individual Western business-
men, and their activities sometimes had political consequences. Dealers in
arms stood to make handsome profits from trade at a time when bakufu and
domains were rearming frantically. Some, like the Scottish merchant Thomas
B. Glover (whose Nagasaki residence is shown to tourists as the “Madame
Butterfly House”), ingratiated themselves sufficiently with the southwestern
domains to become the subject of legend. Glover arrived at Nagasaki in 1859
and began as something of a subcontractor to the great China coast firm of
Jardine, Matheson & Company. By 1862 he had established his own firm,
beginning with the export of Japanese tea, an enterprise he directed through
a largely Chinese work force. By 1864 the political turmoil in Japan offered
larger profits in arms and ships, and Glover opened branches in Yokohama
and Shanghai. In 1862, as part of its movement to encourage daimyo to rearm,
the bakufu had rescinded its ban on the purchase of foreign ships by daimyo,
and thereafter small steamers, many of which had seen better days in service
on the China coast, were eagerly purchased by bakufu and daimyo alike. In
the decade of the 1860s 167 ships were imported, 116 of them via Nagasaki.

Much of this trade was on long-term credit at high rates of interest. Glover
managed to get capital from Jardine (which held itself aloof from the surrepti-
tious arms trade) and other providers. He played a major role in the import
of more than a half-million rifles imported at Nagasaki and Yokohama be-
tween 1865 and 1868, 7,300 of them purchased by Chosht in preparation for
its war on the bakufu. Glover was also involved with the development of the
Takashima coal mine near Nagasaki; its output was used by American, French,
German, and Russian naval ships. Currency exchange between Yokohama,
where the Mexican dollar was strong, and Nagasaki, where Japanese currency
was stronger, and Shanghai, where rates of exchange were different again,
offered further opportunities. Glover was often dangerously overextended, as
when he loaned Satsuma Mexican dollars which he had received as bakufu
contract payments for Armstrong guns without receiving permission from
Jardine, to which it was due. In later days Glover boasted of his contributions
to the Tokugawa fall, but the record indicates that his loyalty lay with his
ledgers and that he dealt gladly with any authority whose requests promised
rapid profits. The times, as one British consul at Kanagawa reported, “brought
into the commercial field a large number of adventurous men with little or
no capital, eager to make rapid fortunes and quit the scene. These imported
into business a sort of gambling spirit, which soon gave rise to a degree of
competition and reckless speculation which the trade could not possibly sus-
tain.”” In time Glover lost his firm, but he did not quit the scene; he died in
1911 while serving as consultant to Mitsubishi.
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A final observation to make concerning the role of foreigners is that they
contributed significantly to the demolition of Japan’s status society in the areas
where they were to be found. Japanese entrepreneurs were not slow to set up
places of amusement for sailors, and the prints of Sadahide provide colorful
documentation of partying in the Yokohama Gankird and other brothels. Or-
dinary merchants and visitors may have played even larger roles. The journal
of Francis Hall, who was at Kanagawa and Yokohama between 1859 and 1866,
makes absorbing reading for its unintended illustrations of the way curious
and even well-meaning foreigners could change the quality of life. No one
can question the advisability of men’s providing themselves with pistols, but
picnic excursions to islets in Edo Bay that ended with target shooting had to
constitute disruptions of the moral order to ordinary Japanese, who were puz-
zled by these self-confident outsiders. So too with innocent but determined
ethnographic curiosity that could lead to booted foreigners marching through
ordinary people’s houses. On the one hand commoners’ discovery that the
samurai, for all their vaunted bravery and courage, seemed helpless to do
anything about this, had to speed the realization that Japan’s social structure
no longer made much sense. For sworded samurai and ronin, on the other
hand, such unconscionable behavior must have been an infuriating reminder
of inferiority. Add liquor to such rage, and another careless foreigner was
likely to be in danger of his life."

3. Experiencing the West

There was intense opposition to the entry of outsiders into Japan, but few
Japanese leaders had qualms about going to the West themselves. Some
thought that Westerners in Japan would threaten the body politic through
the diffusion of Christianity, and others felt that their presence stained the
sacred soil of the Divine Country and constituted an implied threat to the
emperor; most feared that tolerating their entry invited a form of colonialism.
China seemed to offer an object lesson; its government had been unable to
keep the foreigners out; it had lost sovereignty over sections of its coast, and
a bizarre form of Christianity had resulted in the disasters of the Taiping
Rebellion. But none of these dangers were attached to sending Japanese
abroad. Even Tokugawa Nariaki had proposed that, if trade was what the
Westerners wanted, he be sent to trade with them, and no less a nationalist
than Yoshida Shoin had tried to sail with Perry. To learn from the West, and
master the secrets of its strength in order to repulse its advance, meant travel-
ing to the West.

An initial step was to undertake serious study of the West. With the com-
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ing of Perry forward-looking bakufu officials proposed the establishment of
an institution that was to become the Bansho Shirabesho, or Institute for the
Study of Barbarian Books. The principal focus, they agreed, should be on
military matters, but these related to other disciplines. As Katsu Kaisha put
it in a memorial, the institute should deal with

military matters and gunnery. Within the school orders [should be given]
to set up faculties for the study of astronomy, geography, science, military
science, gunnery, fortification, and mechanics.

His proposal was seconded by Tsutsui Masanori, who argued that

It is urgent that we know more about the West; by studying the truly
useful things like the strength and weakness, the semblance and the reality
of each country, the state of its army and navy, the advantages and draw-
backs of its machinery, we can adopt their strong points and avoid their
shortcomings . . . [We should translate] books on bombardment, on the
construction of batteries, on fortifications, books on building warships and
maneuvering them, books on sailing and navigation, books on training
soldiers and sailors, on machinery, books that set forth the real strength

and weakness, appearance and reality, of these countries.”"

The growing awareness of the utility of such studies was reflected in the insti-
tute’s name; within a few years it became the Institute for Western Books,
and then the Institute for Development (Kaiseijo). The center was soon cross-
ing domain barriers and hiring men from all parts of Japan. Many domains,
Saga and Satsuma among them, did their best to organize similar schools.
Experts in foreign studies were soon in great demand.

Such studies soon led to study and travel abroad. The first opportunity
came with a mission to the United States in 1860 to ratify Townsend Harris’s
treaty. The 1860 embassy included a total of seventy-seven men, and a number
of the travelers left journals of their impressions. To judge from their diaries,
the leaders did not have much curiosity; they were concerned more with main-
taining their dignity. The chief ambassador’s account has little interest in tech-
nology; its author shows a fastidious distaste for bizarre features of American
society like the presence of women at state occasions, and he was particularly
unimpressed by the unseemly disorder of the United States Senate session he
witnessed. “One of the members,” he writes, “was on his feet haranguing at
the top of his voice, gesticulating wildly like a madman. When he sat down,
his example was followed by another, and yet another.” After a reception at
the White House he proudly recorded his hope that the “barbarians would
turn their faces upward” to contemplate “the glory of our Eastern Empire.”
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Others saw it differently, as when Walt Whitman, after watching the proces-
sion that marched down Broadway in honor of the embassy, exulted “Superb
faced Manhattan / Comrade Americans!—to us, then at last, the Orient
comes.” These flights of national exultation aside, the mission had great im-
portance as the first fully authorized voyage abroad by a Japan about to reori-
ent itself toward the wealth and strength it sensed in the Western world. The
ambassadors realized the importance of their role; their forebears had traveled
to China a millennium earlier, and they themselves were following in that
tradition, albeit in the opposite direction.

The ambassadors’ lack of curiosity was only part of the story, for some
who were selected to go with them learned much more. The American ship
on which the Japanese embassy traveled was accompanied by a small steamer
the bakufu had received from Holland. The Kanrin maru, which had reached
Nagasaki in 1857, was 163 feet long and powered by a 100-horsepower engine.
Although an American advisor was on board, the Japanese crew, commanded
by Katsu Kaishii, managed on its own and its members exulted on the success
of Japan’s first trans-Pacific journey. Moreover, not all the members of the
mission were equally fastidious about keeping to their rooms. Several young
men who served as interpreters were full of curiosity about the things they saw,
and went on to become some of nineteenth-century Japan’s most important
intellectuals. Several of them got to travel again two years later, as members
of the mission instructed to seek a delay in the opening of the ports. It failed
in that purpose, as would yet another in 1864, but each time the Japanese
learned more about the West. The 1860s saw a steady advance in the pace of
missions; they were more frequent, more purposeful, and their members were
increasingly sophisticated in the information they brought back. Successive
ambassadors worked harder than the first group; they saw more, and reflected
more. They soon realized that it was industrial development that distinguished
strong nations from weak nations. Paris might be more beautiful than Lon-
don, but England, for all its dirt and noise and the squalor of its urban poor,
generated more power. “When it comes to trains, telegraphs, hospitals,
schools, armories and industries,” one account stressed, “England must have
twenty times what France does.”'® Mission followed mission; a sixth was
abroad at the time of the bakufu fall in 1867, and shogun Keiki’s younger
brother was in Paris being groomed for future leadership.

Recognition of the need for modernization of Japan’s military institutions
meant that the bakufu and large domains undertook programs of Western-
style armament. It was quickly apparent that traditional samurai fighting
tactics, in which officers were responsible for providing their own retainers,
porters, and equipment, had to be replaced. But this, in turn, involved institu-
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tional changes. Close-order drill for units armed with modern rifles required
uniformity and discipline, and for this sturdy commoners could serve as well
or better than a pampered hereditary samurai class. A number of domains
developed units that included nonsamurai. Chosha, where Yoshida Shoin had
advocated such moves as early as the 1850s, led in this; in the fighting to seize
control of domain leadership and to resist the bakufu’s punitive expeditions
Chosh’s “special units” (kiheitai) performed well. Other domains followed
suit; by the late 1860s the bakufu, in its final reform phase, was developing
plans by which samurai could utilize their stipends to hire commoners to
enter the ranks.

The dispatch of students overseas also brought changes in its wake. The
bakufu led here as well, and an initial party of eleven was sent to Holland by
way of Java in a Dutch ship in November 1862. Their orders were to study
navigation, law, and medicine, but it was difficult to restrict curious minds.
Nishi Amane, one of their number, wrote his Leiden tutor that “I should also
like to investigate the field of knowledge which is called philosophy or science,
yet distinct from religion, which is not allowed by the law of our land—that
field which in former times was represented by Descartes, Locke, Hegel, Kant,
and others. This subject seems to be very difficult to learn but . . . would, I
feel, contribute to the civilization of our country.” On his return Nishi was
assigned the task of drawing up a constitution to incorporate decision sharing
between bakufu and domains.

Two great domains were not far behind the bakufu. In 1863 the Nagasaki
merchant Thomas Glover helped five young Chosha men to travel to England
for study. Two of them, former students of Yoshida Shoin, were to go on to
become leaders of the Meiji government. On hearing that a foreign force was
preparing to shell the Chosha batteries at Shimonoseki, 1t6 Hirobumi and
Inoue Kaoru rushed back to try to head off this disaster, but their compatriots
refused to listen to their advice and the bombardment went oft as scheduled.
A third member of the group, Yamao Y06z0, remained abroad until 1870, work-
ing at a shipyard and studying at a technical college in Scotland. On his return
he would become head of a the Meiji government’s Technological College
(Kobu Daigakko), an institute with six faculties that would employ forty-seven
foreign teachers between 1873 and 1885. Satsuma too worked through Glover
at Nagasaki. In 1865 fourteen young men, ten of whom had been attached to
the domain’s own Kaiseijo, or Institute for Development, were sent off for
study in England and France. This was part of an ambitious plan that contem-
plated shipping Okinawan and Satsuma products to Shanghai in English ships
in order to build economic strength for the purchase of armaments. Five of
the students later became distinguished figures in Japan. They traveled widely
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and drank deeply at the fountains of Western strength. One, Mori Arinori,
entered a utopian community and returned after the Restoration to become
a diplomat and the architect of the Meiji education system. Another, the future
diplomat Terajima Munenori, utilized a visit to Holland to warn his coun-
trymen that Holland was no longer an important country. Future efforts, he
wrote, should concentrate on the truly great powers.

And one made it on his own. Niijima Jo, assigned the study of Dutch and
then of navigation by his domain authorities, made his way to Hokkaido and
managed to be taken on as cabin boy on a ship bound for America in 1864.
Thence he made his way a decade later to become one of the founders of the
Meiji Christian church and Doshisha University in Kyoto. Once they were
abroad, these young men were particularly convinced of the need for basic
changes in Japan. The outside world became less threatening and its achieve-
ments more inviting. They also became more conscious of their nationality
as Japanese, and of the need for centralization and unification. Within a de-
cade of their departure they were back in Japan, forming the inner cadre of
a remarkable generation of modern-oriented specialists for the new govern-
ment.

Of all the travelers, none took his task more seriously than a young inter-
preter and student of Western learning who became his generation’s leading
intellectual and educator. Fukuzawa Yukichi was born in Kyushu in 1835. He
studied Dutch in Osaka, and entered bakufu service in the Institute for the
Study of Barbarian Books before being assigned as interpreter to the first two
embassies to the Western world. He proved a young man of inexhaustible
curiosity and energy, and spared no effort to collect books and information
about the countries he had visited. On his return he set about writing a volume
that became his generation’s textbook about the West. Seiyo jijo, or Conditions
in the West, circulated so widely that mention of it is encountered in the
diaries and correspondence of virtually every major figure of the day. The
first section, which appeared in 1866, sold an estimated 150,000 copies, and
pirated editions probably provided readers as many more. Writing in a lucid,
simple style that was accessible to anyone, Fukuzawa relayed exactly the kind
of information which the Japanese at that time were needing to substantiate
their shadowy vision of the Western lands—namely, simple, concise accounts
of everyday social institutions such as hospitals, schools, newspapers, work-
houses, taxation, museums, and lunatic asylums.”

For people of this stamp, the return to a Japan seething with fear and
resentment of the foreigners was often traumatic. Fukuzawa tells of his trepi-
dation sitting in a barber’s chair while the barber, gesticulating with his razor,
railed against specialists in foreign learning; he breathed a silent prayer that
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his identity would not be discovered. Nishi Amane, freshly home from his
studies in Holland, wrote in despair to his Leiden tutor after the proclamation
of imperial restoration to prepare him for the likelihood that he would not
hear from him again, for antiforeign zealots had seized control of his country.
Instead, with the realization of what it was that Japan had to do to become
strong, the zealots’ cries for death to foreigners gradually gave way to enthusi-
asm for “civilization and enlightenment,” and both Fukuzawa and Nishi
found themselves in an almost oracular position. Fukuzawa wrote in his auto-
biography:

During this mission in Europe, I tried to learn some of the most common-
place details of foreign culture. I did not care to study scientific or technical
subjects while on the journey, because I could study them as well from
books after I had returned home. But I felt that I had to learn the more
common matters of daily life directly from the people, because the Euro-
peans would not describe them in books as being too obvious. Yet to us
those common matters were the most difficult to comprehend. So when-
ever I met a person whom I thought to be of some consequence, I would
ask him questions and would put down all he said in a notebook . . . After
reaching home, I based my studies on these random notes, making the
necessary research in the books which I had brought back, and thus had
the material for my book, Seiyo jijo.'

Between the voyage of 1860 and the time of his death in 1901 Fukuzawa earned
recognition as nineteenth-century Japan’s foremost modernizer. Founder of
Keio, destined to become Japan’s first private university, commentator on
cultural and public matters in a never-ending series of essays and books, his
influence permeated every aspect of Meiji life.

4. The Other Japanese

The Restoration drama is usually treated largely from the point of winners
and losers; both samurai, supplemented by a few adventurous court nobles. To
leave it there, however, is to treat their countrymen as inert—or, as Confucian
writers often put it, as gumin, “stupid commoners.” In actuality “commoners”
came in many varieties, and few of them were stupid. Throughout the country
there was a stratum of families, usually of some property and tradition, who
served villages and districts as intermediaries between samurai authority and
village reality. They bore different titles in different areas—village heads
(shoya) and nanushi in western Japan, district chief (gunchii sodai) in bakufu
territories, station master (honjin) along highway communication routes, and
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many more—but these were the people who made the system work. They
were invariably literate and usually responsible; respected and sometimes dis-
trusted by those they represented and usually claimed to “protect,” and essen-
tial to but also distrusted by those whose income they collected as tax.

Although there were no ordinary newspapers or routes of information,
these people were often surprisingly well informed about national affairs. They
were also drawn into the fringes of intellectual controversy and change. Nativ-
ist thought, especially Hirata-school kokugaku, found a receptive audience
among them; its romantic view of an archaic past in which rural patriarchs
served the village shrines and ordered the village fields described their self-
image, and its reminder of a sacral ruler free from the restrictions and hierar-
chies of a military bureaucracy spoke to their aspirations and discontent. As
the Tosa shoya league of 1841 phrased it, “we can see that we were once com-
missioned directly by the Imperial Court, and if we look at it this way, is not
our work anything but humble? Should we not say that the shoya, who is the
head of the commoners, is superior to the retainers who are the hands or feet
of the nobles?” With pride there was also prudence: “Since ours is work which
easily incurs the suspicion of the han administration on the one hand and of
the people we rule, who are quick to point out our weaknesses on the other,
we must always be on the alert.””

Shimazaki Toson’s epic novel Yoake mae (Before the dawn) embodies all
these themes in treating the era through a (lightly disguised) picture of his
father, a honjin station master on the central mountain highway between Edo
and Kyoto.” A network of nativist scholars provides linkage to the intellectual
trends of Hirata kokugaku; a pride of ancestry in service animates the station
master in his response to the needs of the domain authorities, and a certainty
of place and identity separates the stratum of station masters from the farmers
and tenants of their village. Strains of the 1860s place almost unbearable bur-
dens on the station, as it has to commandeer hundreds of bearers from sur-
rounding villages, far beyond what was usually required, to man the imposing
entourages of daimyo, bakufu emissaries, the eighty-day journey of Princess
Kazu to Edo, the pursuit of the Mito ronin, and bakufu and daimyo forces.
The opening of the ports brings additional traffic as silk merchants transport
their goods to Yokohama. There was no hope of keeping knowledge of what
was afoot from people along these communication routes. Nor was there
doubt that lines of authority would become frayed, and break at times. Hanzo,
the station master, trying to interrogate his tenants about a disorder during
his absence, is asked a question that had resonance for all in authority; “Were
you actually expecting someone to tell you how things really are?”

Men of this stratum were essential to every move of rearmament that
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domains and bakufu undertook. Their sons joined the ranks of special units
that trained with modern arms. They were the ones who corralled the enor-
mous amounts of labor that a samurai army required, and they were the ones
who had to manage the quartermaster functions of movement and supply.

Merchants also played a role. The support of provincial businessmen like
the Mitajiri merchant Shiraishi in housing and supporting Restoration activ-
ists in their ceaseless travels provides one case. Bakufu and domains alike
responded to the extraordinary needs for rearmament and security by pressur-
ing their merchants to subscribe with special contributions optimistically de-
scribed as goyokin, “money needed for official purposes”; samurai found their
stipends reduced with similar euphemisms. More than ever before domains
tried to husband their resources by eliminating imports from other areas at
the same time that they tried to organize monopolies for their own exports.

To make things worse, the last decade of bakufu rule was marked by a
number of events that further reduced the margin of adequacy for normal life.
The first was a cholera epidemic that struck Japan shortly after the opening of
the ports, a disaster that carried off many lives and reduced birth levels for
several years. This was a worldwide pandemic, but its virulence in Japan—
where it spread northeast, beginning at Nagasaki—was clearly related to the
opening. The massing of bakufu and daimyo armies around Osaka for the
lengthy period that preceded the second expedition against Chosha was also
a factor in a ruinous outbreak of illness; Emperor Komei was among those
claimed by smallpox. To make matters worse, rice crops were poor in the last
years. It may have been partly in response to this widespread uneasiness and
sense of change and doom that the last of the great mass frenzies, the ee ja
nai ka (“isn’t it grand!” or “isn’t it O.K.?”) movement of 1867 broke out. Its
character, all observers agree, quickly produced a carnival atmosphere in the
great cities. Outbreaks began in the Kyoto-Osaka area, which had also been
the center of the mobilization for the Choshli campaign, with rumors that
amulets from the Ise shrine were falling from the skies; commoners inter-
preted this as a sign of better things to come. It soon spread along the Tokaido
to Edo, and constituted a significant obstacle to bakufu attempts to keep order.
Some bakufu supporters suspected that activists of the imperial cause were
somehow involved.

That commoners were aware of the momentous events of the decade can
also be proven from other evidence. Despite prohibitions to the contrary,
there was a pervasive spread of wall scribbling commenting on the disruptions
of society and the ineffectiveness of those in charge. Scholars point to the
diffusion of kawaraban, crudely printed pictures with text that relayed infor-
mation, though often distorted and inaccurate, to commoners; these served
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as news broadsheets into the Meiji period. Such evidence provides valuable
indications of the way urban commoners reacted to the events of the times.
Some were imaginative reconstructions of ships, people, and events, others
gave a fanciful description of defense installations in anticipation of the war
that many expected, and still others, though humorous in tone, were bitterly
satirical and critical of the bakufu and its efforts. Not a few were antiforeign.
For example, a depiction of Perry as a Buddhist devil was glossed by a text
that described the image as having

an arrogant crown; in its right hand is a gun and bayonet; from its left
hand hangs a depth-sounding rope; from its mouth pours great praise of
its own country, but its chest is so full of evil spirits that it has a smoke
stack coming out of its back to expel fire and smoke . . . The image lands
here and there on islands where it reveals its true nature as the wild and
fearsome sword-wielding Myo6. Its esoteric words are: “I have given you
the letter twice; hurry up and reply.” Its gang of wild men are far off, so
you can come and see the black ships.”

Not all popular representations were this nationalistic, of course. English
seamen who landed at Shimonoseki to spike the Choshu batteries that had
caused the mischief were surprised to have villagers who had been watching
the cannonade come down to give them a hand. Kagoshima natives who
watched the English flotilla sail away after starting fires that destroyed much
of their city were impressed by the shipboard band that serenaded and cele-
brated their achievements. But everyone, or almost everyone, knew, and had
to know, that things were out of joint.

5. The Restoration Remembered

Interpretations and memories of the 1860s dominate the historical memory
of modern Japan. The stirring story of the plotting and fighting between Res-
toration activists and bakufu supporters grips the historical memory of the
present, and fiction and television serials combine to keep it fresh. As was the
case with the American Civil War, partisanship in evaluation has receded as
time has passed. There was an abundance of heroes on both sides; duty, cour-
age, and idealism were not exclusive to either side. Much of the plotting had
taken place in restaurants and inns, where loud conviviality might have been
expected to arouse little suspicion. In that setting women also played their
part. Repeatedly high-spirited, courageous, and intelligent hotel maids and
entertainers entered the story to warn and save their lovers. Kido Takayoshi
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and Sakamoto Ryoma both married young women whose courageous action
saved their lives.

After the Restoration, to be sure, the leaders of the Meiji state saw to it
that succeeding generations would see things their way: the decade was to be
a story of the battle of courageous young men determined to free their country
from the shackles of semicolonial status to which it had been reduced by
Tokugawa feudalism. The historical commissions that sponsored official nar-
ratives had advisory boards on which each of the great southwestern domains
was represented. Meiji government leaders have been commemorated by mul-
tivolume, authorized biographies that guard the subjects’ memory and contri-
bution for the future. Collectively, these accounts focus on the struggle, cen-
tered in Kyoto, to restore the emperor to rule, something that was prerequisite
to national unification and salvation. Histories of the Tokugawa fall, on the
other hand, focus on events in Edo, where bakufu officials did their best to
protect government and state from the consequences of the violence of anti-
foreign extremists and win time desperately needed for rearming and modern-
izing the country’s institutions. As a result there are two narratives, which
seem to intersect only at points of conflict.”? Neither is incorrect, but each
needs to be considered in full awareness of the other.

An additional complication derives from the fact that no one, however
affiliated, would disavow respect for the emperor, and that by the time the
builders of the Meiji state had done their work all actors remembered that
they had been second to none in wanting to shelter and strengthen the throne.
This “Meiji bias,” as Conrad Totman has called it, tended to distort the past
as well as the present and future. The era of warrior rule was redrawn in line
with Mito teachings to emphasize shogunal dependence on the moral author-
ity of the court, the Meiji rule became a long-deferred return to moral certain-
ties, and adherence to those values held up as the inescapable duty of every
true Japanese. This bias in turn tended to deprecate bakufu efforts, and en-
couraged historians to overlook the violence of the decade and the depth of
disagreements that divided Japanese in the 1860s. Losers in those struggles
tried to restore their honor by professions of loyalty, while winners could
sublimate their ambition to the imperial banner.

The Restoration years were remarkable for a transformation and transval-
uation of ideas that were dimly conveyed by militant slogans. These s