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DEPTH STUDY 5: THE ASIA-PACIFIC WORLD

TOPIC 5b
Japan under the shoguns

5b.1 Overview
Numerous videos and interactivities are embedded just where you need them, at the point of learning, in 
your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. They will help you to learn the concepts covered in this topic.

LEARNING SEQUENCE
5b.1 Overview 326
5b.2 The land and its people 327
5b.3 Early medieval Japan 330
5b.4 The rule of the shoguns 332
5b.5 Japanese religions: Shinto and Buddhism 335
5b.6 The Tokugawa shogunate 337
5b.7 Castles and forests 342
5b.8 Isolation and threats 344
5b.9 Modernisation 347

5b.10 A rich legacy in arts and crafts 349
5b.11  Review 351

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
In this topic students will investigate:

• The way of life in Shogunate Japan, including social, cultural, economic and political features (including the 
feudal system and the increasing power of the shogun) 5b.3, 5b.4, 5b.5, 5b.6

• The role of the Tokugawa Shogunate in reimposing a feudal system (based on daimyo and samurai) and the 
increasing control of the shogun over foreign trade 5b.6, 5b.8

• The use of environmental resources in Shogunate Japan and the forestry and land use policies of the 
Tokugawa Shogunate 5b.7

• Theories about the decline of the Shogunate, including modernisation and westernisation, through the 
adoption of Western arms and technology 5b.8, 5b.9

5b.1.1 Introduction
By the fifth century CE, Japan had developed a complex culture and religious system even though it did not 
have writing. Writing developed when Japan added Chinese characters to its own language and introduced 
Buddhist beliefs from China and Korea.

During the medieval period the interaction of old traditions and new influences created a rich literary and 
artistic culture that has continued to the present.

Until the twelfth century Japan was ruled by an emperor, but there were also frequent periods during 
which competing armies fought for control of the government. Out of these struggles, elaborate codes of 
behaviour arose for samurai as they fought for their particular daimyo or lord. The most powerful daimyo 
ruled as the shogun, whereas the emperor had only a symbolic role.
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During the eighteenth century, Japan was ruled by shoguns, all of whom were members of the Tokugawa 
family. It was a period of peace after a century of warfare, but also one in which Japan was isolated from 
the outside world. By the end of the nineteenth century this isolation had been broken down, and rule by 
the emperor restored.

Starter questions
1. What do you already know about Japan?
2. List any movies you know of that are set in early Japan.
3. What are three things you associate with Japanese Samurai?
4. What do you think it would be like if Australia closed itself off from the rest of the world as Japan once did?

 Watch this eLesson: Japan under the Shoguns (eles-000)

 ONLINE ONLYONLINE ONLY

5b.2 The land and its people
5b.2.1 Geography
Japan is an archipelago — made up of a string of islands — situated on the eastern edge of Asia. It is made 
up of four main islands and over a thousand smaller islands. Its total area of 370  000 square kilometres is 
about the size of the Northern Territory.

The four main islands are:
 • Hokkaido (83  000 square kilometres)
 • Honshu, the largest and most populated island (231  000 square kilometres — the size of Victoria)
 • Kyushu (42  000 square kilometres)
 • Shikoku (19  000 square kilometres).

SOURCE 1
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 Its population of 127 million is the tenth 
largest in the world (Russia is the ninth). 

 Japan’s history has been tied up with that of 
its neighbours: Russia, Korea, China and Taiwan. 
Honshu is less than 200 kilometres from South 
Korea. Japan has been able to borrow from these 
other cultures but adapt the ideas in its own 
unique way to create a distinctive culture. China 
has had the greatest cultural infl uence on Japan. 

  Japan lies along an active volcanic zone. It is 
at the edge of the Eurasian  tectonic plate  and 
lies at the meeting point of this and two other 
plates; therefore, volcanoes, earthquakes and 
hot springs are features of the country. There 
are more than 40 active volcanoes and hundreds 
of tremors occur each year. It is also subject to 
tsunamis. 

 In March 2011, there was a massive  earthquake 
off the north-east coast of Honshu. At 9.0 on the 
Richter scale, it was one of the fi ve largest earthquakes in the world since modern records began. The 
resulting tsunami sent out a wave up to 40 metres high and killed nearly 16  000 people. 

 Most of the land is mountainous. The mountain range on the largest island, Honshu, runs along its 
western side with more than 20 peaks rising above 3000 metres. 

 Farming land is scarce and has to be used very productively. The Japanese developed a sustainable 
 forestry industry beginning in the seventeenth century. 

 Almost all the population are confi ned to narrow valleys or coastal basins. Most Japanese live within 
50 kilometres of the sea. 

 5b.2.2 Climate 
 Japan’s mountain ranges protect most 
of the east coast from the worst of the 
cold winds coming from Siberia. Also, 
warm currents from the tropics pass 
along the east coast as far as Tokyo. 

 During winter (December to Feb-
ruary) there is heavy snow on the 
west coast and on the northernmost 
island of Hokkaido; days are cold, 
clear and dry on the east. The coming 
of the blossoms on the cherry trees 
marks spring, and Japanese watch as 
the fl owering moves from the south to 
the north. Spring days are warm and 
nights cool. Early summer — June 
and July — is hot and wet and this is 
followed in September and October by 
the typhoon season, with heavy rain 
and strong winds.   

  SOURCE 2  Spring begins with the cherry blossoms.  

  SOURCE 1  Map of Japan’s four main islands, its 
neighbours and important medieval cities   
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 5b.2.3 Food 
 Summer rains in Japan made 
wet rice cultivation possible, and 
grains in general — millet, wheat 
and barley — formed the basis 
of the traditional Japanese diet. 
These could be boiled, steamed 
or made into noodles. Peasants 
would grow rice, but this was 
mainly to sell to samurai or to 
pay taxes; they could not afford 
to eat it themselves. Soya beans 
also played an important role. Soy 
sauce, made from crushed fer-
mented soya beans, was used to 
fl avour food, and tofu was made 
from soya beans softened and 
pulped in water. 

 There was no red meat in the 
diet in medieval Japan. Protein 
came from the soya bean, fi sh and poultry. The sea was a par-
ticularly rich source of food: crabs and shrimps in the shallow 
water and tuna, shark, whale and squid further out. Harvesting 
seaweed (which contains vital minerals) was also important.  

 Humans settled in Japan about 30  000 years ago. This was 
probably at a time when the sea level was lower than today and 
the Japanese islands were joined to the mainland. Archaeolo-
gists have found distinctive pottery jars marked with rope-like 
patterns, the earliest of which have been dated to 12  700 BCE, 
which would make them the most ancient pottery vessels in the 
world. 

 The patterns, referred to as  jomon , were made by pressing 
twisted ropes onto the wet clay before the pots were fi red. 

 By 500 BCE, wet rice cultivation (rice grown in paddy fi elds) 
was well established; with more intensive agriculture, villages 
and towns developed. Bronze mirrors and bells — some as 
large as 1.2 metres high — were produced. Farming tools and 
weapons were made of iron.  

  SOURCE 3  A woodblock print by Utagawa Kuniyoshi (1797–1861) 
showing how dangerous fi shing could be, especially during the typhoon 
season of late summer  

  SOURCE 4  A deep cooking pot from 
the Middle Jomon Period (3000–2000 
BCE)  

5b.2 Activities  
 To answer questions online and to receive  immediate feedback  and  sample responses  for every question, 
go to your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au .  Note:  Question numbers may vary slightly. 

 Check knowledge and understanding 
1.    What features of the Earth’s crust are responsible for the volcanic activity in Japan?  
2.   Which months would be best for visiting Japan? Give reasons for your answer.  
3.   Why didn’t peasants usually have rice in their diet?  
4.   What was the main source of protein for the Japanese?   

UNCORRECTED P
AGE P

ROOFS



330 Jacaranda Retroactive 1 NSW Australian curriculum History Stage 4

c05bJapanUnderTheShoguns.indd Page 330 16/07/17  3:13 PM

5b.3 Early medieval Japan
5b.3.1 Chinese and Korean influence
Large tombs on the islands of Kyushu and 
southern Honshu, built between 300 and 600 
CE, are evidence that powerful chiefs ruled over 
parts of these islands. Clay figures placed on the 
slopes of a central mound show us aspects of the 
society at the time. There was a raised mound in 
the centre of the tomb.

During the third and fourth centuries, con-
tact with China and Korea increased, especially 
between south-eastern Korea and the west coast 
of Kyushu and southern Honshu. These influ-
ences from China and Korea transformed Japa-
nese society during the fourth to seventh century.

A written language
Japan had developed for many thousands of years with only 
a spoken language and without writing. Following contact 
with China, the earliest Japanese documents and poems were 
written in Chinese because Japanese had quite a different lan-
guage structure. However, gradually, Chinese characters were 
used to represent the sound of Japanese syllables or to rep-
resent Japanese ideas. Even today, the written languages look 
quite alike but are spoken completely differently.

New religious influences
Japanese religious beliefs before the seventh century were 
based on a belief in nature spirits called kami, and the religion 
was called Shinto, ‘the way of the gods’. This is discussed 
in more detail in section 5b.5. However, in 552 CE, a Korean 
king recommended Buddhism to the Japanese and sent them 
some writings and statues.

Buddhism had originated in northern India 800 years earlier 
and then spread through Tibet into all of China and Korea. The 
forms adopted in Japan had been modified by Chinese influ-
ences, but Chinese Buddhists still kept in contact with India. 

Develop source skills
5. Answer the following from a study of SOURCE 1.

(a) On which island is Tokyo located?
(b) Why is land for farming so scarce?
(c) Which Asian country is closest to Japan?

6. In which month of the year would the photograph in SOURCE 2 have been taken?
7. In which months of the year would the events depicted in SOURCE 3 have been likely to occur?

SOURCE 1 A fifth-century tomb near Osaka. It is nearly 
half a kilometre long, and surrounded by three moats.

SOURCE 2 A warrior made from moulded 
cylinders of clay, wearing a helmet with 
cheek plates, shoulder and neck protector, 
and a long pleated hauberk, or shirt of mail 
armour. These are called haniwa figures, 
meaning ‘rolled clay’.
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Confucian ideas on relationships between the 
rulers and the ruled also influenced develop-
ments in Japan.

The Nara period 710–794 CE
Japan also inherited from China and Korea the 
concept of a centralised government. At that 
time each district had its own rulers. The key 
figure in beginning the adoption of a centralised 
system was Prince Shotoku (574–622 CE). He 
sent ambassadors to China and introduced the 
Chinese calendar into Japan. His ambassadors 
brought back ideas from China about how the 
Chinese government operated. In 604, Shotoku 
produced a list of guidelines with a particular 
emphasis on another concept from China — the 
Confucian ideal of harmony.

Work began on the new capital of Nara in 
710. It was situated on the coast of southern 
Honshu (see SOURCE 1 in section 5b.2 for its 
location), and was based on Ch’ang-an, the cap-
ital city of the T’ang dynasty in China. It was 
built on the same rectangular grid pattern but, 
with an area of 20 square kilometres, was only 
about one-quarter the size of the Chinese cap-
ital. A great Buddhist temple was constructed 
in the city. It occupied 16 city blocks and its 
twin pagodas were 100 metres high — about 
the height of a 30-storey building. Although the 
Buddha Hall on the site today is smaller than 
the original, it is still one of the largest wooden 
buildings in the world. Buddhist temples were 
built in many of the provinces and, following 
Buddhist practice, cremations replaced burials.

SOURCE 4 In 552 CE the king of a Korean 
kingdom sent an image of Buddha and some 
sacred writings, together with this message.

This doctrine [Buddhism] is amongst all 
doctrines the most excellent but it is hard to 
explain and hard to comprehend … Imagine a 
man in possession of treasures to his heart’s 
content, so that he might satisfy all his wishes 
in proportion as he used them. Thus it is with 
the treasure of this wonderful doctrine … 
Moreover, from distant India it has extended 
hither to Korea, where there are none who do 
not receive it with reverence as it is preached 
to them.

Tsunoda, p. 91.
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 The Heian period 794–1156 CE 
 In 794 a new emperor established a  capital at Kyoto. Kyoto was better placed for communications and 
supplies. It had access to the north-east across Lake Biwa, and to the south-east by the Yodo River, which 
entered the inland sea near modern day Osaka. The old name for the city was Heian-kyo, which translated 
as ‘Capital of Peace and Ease’ and this gives the name  Heian  to the culture of the period. 

 Towards the end of this period rival families, backed by warlords, claimed the right to rule. As a result, 
the warlords themselves became powerful. This led to particular warlords, backed by their armies, taking 
control.   

  5b.4  The rule of the shoguns 
 5b.4.1 Kamakura shogunate 
 The emperor maintained his rule during the Heian period with support from the  daimyo  — the lords or 
nobles who were sent out to manage the provinces. The daimyo were allowed to keep their own armed 
guards for protection, and these protectors came to be known as  bushi  (warriors) or  samurai  (retainers: 
people owing service). 

 Over time, some daimyo became rich from crops grown on their private estates and the taxes they col-
lected. Loyalty also developed between the nobleman and his warriors. 

 As the power of the emperor weakened in the twelfth century, some powerful daimyos took the opportu-
nity to try to seize power. It was a period marked by fi ghting throughout Japan, as well as natural disasters 
such as fl oods, typhoons and earthquakes. 

 After thirty years of bitter fi ghting between warlords and their followers, the fi nal victor was Minamoto 
no Yoritomo (1147–1199). Yoritomo had been involved in the battle of the succession from the beginning, 
when he was only thirteen. Instead of making himself emperor, he persuaded the imperial court to rec-
ognise his power with the title  seii tai-shogun  (barbarian-subduing great-general), while he allowed the 
emperor to keep his symbolic position. 

 Yoritomo made Kamakura, a little fi shing village 45 kilometres south of Tokyo, his capital. The site had 
a small shrine to the Minamoto clan but was also able to be defended easily. The  shoguns  governed from 

 5b.3 Activities 
 To answer questions online and to receive  immediate feedback  and  sample responses  for every question, 
go to your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au .  Note:  Question numbers may vary slightly. 

 Check knowledge and understanding 
1.    List four skills or technologies the Japanese developed before they had a written language.  
2.   What was the original religion of Japan called?  
3.   Write a sentence on each of the three important infl uences that came to Japan from China and Korea.   

 Develop source skills 
4.    Carefully study  SOURCES 1  and  2 . Make a list of the things we could learn about pre-medieval society from 

evidence provided by these sources.  
5.   Use  SOURCE 4  to answer the following questions. 

(a)    Where did Buddhism originally come from before it arrived in China and Korea?  
(b)   Why does the Korean king think Japan should adopt Buddhism?     

Deepen and check your understanding of the topic with the 
following resources and auto-marked questions:

 �   Japan under the shoguns  
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a military tent ( bakufu  in Japanese) and the 
period of military dictatorship (c.1185–1333) 
is called the Kamakura bakufu. 

 Both Yoritomo and the emperor gained by 
reducing the emperor’s power to a symbolic 
one. The shogun was given legitimacy in his 
position rather than being recognised only 
for his military power. At the same time, the 
emperor was allowed to retain some of his 
prestige and was given military protection by 
the shogun. It also meant that there was a line 
of divine authority from the emperor through 
the shogun to the nobles beneath him. The 
emperor granted three specifi c powers to the 
shogun: 
 •    the right to appoint his own men to 

administer the provinces  
 •   the right to appoint land stewards to raise 

taxes, of which some went to the emperor 
and the rest to the shogun  

 •   the right to appoint military protectors in 
each of the provinces.    

 5b.4.2 The Mongolian invasion 
 During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the 
Mongols dominated much of Europe and Asia. 
They had built up an army of 130  000 and they 
were noted for their horsemanship and tac-
tical skills. The Mongol emperor Kublai Khan 
(1215– 1294) was the grandson of the great 
Genghis Khan and ruled Korea and northern 
China. From here he turned his attention to 
Japan. 

 Kublai Khan launched his fi rst raid from Korea 
in November 1274, attacking the coast of the 
southern island of Kyushu, which was the area 
closest to Korea. After forcing a Japanese retreat, 
the Mongols returned to their ships. A fi erce gale 
destroyed many of the Mongols’ ships.  

  In 1281, Kublai Khan sent a much larger force 
of about 140  000 men and thousands of ships, this 
time from both Korea and China. The Japanese 
had spent the time preparing for a new attack by: 
 •    building a stone wall around Hakata Bay  
 •   amassing a large number of troops  
 •   training these troops in the technique of

group fi ghting used by the Mongols 
(traditional Japanese fi ghting was a 
one-on-one encounter).   

  SOURCE 1  A Japanese painting showing Minamoto no 
Yoritomo at the age of 13 when he was fi ghting in the civil 
war at the end of the Heian period. He became the fi rst 
shogun in the Kamakura bakufu.  

  SOURCE 2  Portrait of Kublai Khan by an 
unknown artist (1260–1368)  

UNCORRECTED P
AGE P

ROOFS



334 Jacaranda Retroactive 1 NSW Australian curriculum History Stage 4

c05bJapanUnderTheShoguns.indd Page 334 16/07/17  3:13 PM

 The battle lasted for seven weeks but was brought to an end by a great storm on 16 August. About half 
of the invaders perished. The Japanese believed the gods sent this typhoon and they named it  kamikaze , 
which meant ‘divine wind’. The same name was used in World War II to describe the Japanese pilots who 
deliberately fl ew their bomb-laden planes into enemy ships. 

 5b.4.3 Muromachi shogunate 
 The defeat of the Mongols did not bring peace to Japan. There was a brief period when the emperor man-
aged to reassert his power over the shogun. Then, in 1338, Ashikaga appointed himself as shogun, estab-
lishing a new bakufu government. 

 The period 1338–1573 is known as the Muromachi shogunate, after the section of north-east Kyoto 
where the shogun resided. It is also called the Ashikaga shogunate, after the family whose members pro-
vided shoguns for 200 years. 

 During the fi fteenth and sixteenth centuries, Japan was plunged into a hundred-year period of civil war. 
It was during this warring period that Europeans attempted to gain access to Japan; the Portuguese were 
fi rst, followed by the Dutch. The Ashikaga shogunate offi cially came to an end in 1603 when the warlord 
Tokugawa Ieyasu was named shogun by the emperor. The Tokugawa shogunate is discussed in section 5b.6.  

  SOURCE 3  A map showing the two Mongolian 
invasions    
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 5b.4 Activities 
 To answer questions online and to receive  immediate feedback  and  sample responses  for every question, 
go to your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au .  Note:  Question numbers may vary slightly. 

 Check knowledge and understanding 
1.    Even though the shogun was the most powerful person during the Kamakura period, how did both the 

emperor and the shogun gain something from the relationship?  
2.   Why was the typhoon that destroyed much of the Mongolian fl eet called kamikaze?  
3.   Who were the fi rst Europeans to make contact with the Japanese?   

 Develop source skills 
4.    Use  SOURCE 3  and the text to answer the following questions. 

(a)    How many years apart were the two invasions?  
(b)   What were the major differences between the two invasions?  
(c)   What aspects did the two invasions have in common?     
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  5b.5  Japanese religions: Shinto and Buddhism 
 5b.5.1 Shinto — ‘way of the gods’ 
 Long before Buddhism’s arrival in Japan, the people had their own system of spiritual beliefs and ritual 
practices. Nature had a special place in the lives of the fi rst inhabitants of Japan. Inspired by magnifi cent 
rivers, snow-covered mountains and mysterious forests, people began to believe in the  kami  (spirit beings) 
of these places. At fi rst there was little need for any special building; a waterfall, a mysterious set of trees 
or a set of distinctive rocks could be a site for worship. 

 However, later, kami might be worshipped in a chieftain’s palace or in a shrine built over a sacred site. 
The shrine became the place where village communities celebrated the change of seasons, prayed for good 
harvests or participated in the rite of 
purifi cation: a ceremony to purify 
themselves and wash away phys-
ical and moral pollution. The ideal of 
purity is symbolised by a mirror, which 
is often found in Shinto signs. One 
meaning of the mirror is that, since it 
refl ects exactly what it sees, it stands 
for honesty and purity. The mirror was 
also seen as a way for the kami wor-
shipped in the shrine to enter. 

 From earliest times, special entry 
gates called  torii  marked the shrines. 
In their early form, torii consisted of 
two upright trees, joined by a cross-
piece. A third piece of timber below 
this held the structure steady. This was 
seen as a way to bring the kami down 
to earth, as well as separating the ‘real’ 
world from the spiritual world beyond.  

 Shinto in practice 
 After the coming of Buddhism, these beliefs were given a formal structure. Worship of kami was given the 
name  Shinto , meaning ‘way of the gods’. Up to the time of World War II, the emperors used Shinto beliefs 
to support their position, claiming that the royal family descended from the sun goddess. 

 The basic beliefs of Shinto and the ways they are put into practice are as follows: 
 •     Tradition and the family . Birth, marriage and other ceremonies related to family life are especially 

signifi cant.  
 •    Love of nature . Being in contact with nature means being in contact with the gods.  
 •    Physical cleanliness . Taking baths, washing the hands often and rinsing out the mouth are part of daily 

life and are particularly observed in visits to Shinto shrines or sanctuaries.  
 •    Religious festivals . Honouring the spirits is an opportunity for people to come together to enjoy life and 

each other’s company.   

 5b.5.2 Buddhism in Japan 
 Buddhism came to Japan from Korea and China in the sixth century and was soon adopted by the ruling 
families. A large Buddhist temple was erected in Nara in the eighth century;  SOURCE 2  in this unit shows a 
Buddha based on one originally in the temple. 

  SOURCE 1  The torii of the Itsukushima Shinto Shrine on the island 
of Miyajima near Hiroshima. The original torii was built in 1168, and 
this is a sixteenth-century shrine that follows the original design.  
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During the unsettled times of the Kamakura period 
in the twelfth century (see section 5b.4), the Japanese 
adopted new Chinese forms of Buddhism that still 
have many followers today. The best known of these 
is Zen Buddhism.

Zen Buddhism
Zen stressed self-discipline through meditation. 
Seekers of enlightenment sit quietly like the Buddha 
in the lotus position, control their breathing, and 
empty their minds. This appealed to people whatever 
they did, whether it was manual labour, creative arts 
or warfare. It appealed particularly to the warrior class 
that was emerging (see section 5b.6). This was often 
expressed through an approach to archery — one 
would have such mastery over the bow and arrow that 
one would hit the target without consciously aiming 
for it.

Another expression of Zen was the tea ceremony. 
The soothing, stimulating qualities of tea were seen 
as an aid to meditation and tea drinking later became 
elaborated into a complex ritual.

Zen Buddhism also shared with Shinto a respect 
for the natural world so that meditation, landscape 

SOURCE 2 A 15-metre high statue of Buddha 
was completed in Nara in 751. It has been 
repaired several times, and only a little of the 
original statue remains.

SOURCE 3 Winter Landscape by Sesshu Toyo 
(1421–1536). This is an ink and wash painting. 
Sesshu Toyo was influenced by Zen Buddhism 
and by Chinese landscape painting.

SOURCE 4 The Zen garden at Ryoanji, Kyoto
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painting and garden design were all linked. In a painting influenced by Zen, a landscape would be  suggested 
by a few strokes, and a Zen garden could be defined by what was left out. One of the famous gardens in 
Kyoto is composed of a blend of white stones, a few carefully placed rocks and some moss.

5b.6 The Tokugawa shogunate
5b.6.1 The Tokugawa shogunate
During the continual period of warfare from the 1460s to the 1560s, no daimyo was powerful enough to 
maintain control over more than their own small territory. Japan became divided into hundreds of domains, 
with daimyo fighting to either defend themselves or add someone else’s territory to their own.

By the mid 1550s, one general, Oda Nobunaga, began to assert control. He was the son of a minor 
daimyo official but was a brilliant tactician and a ruthless fighter. He was also one of the first to see the 
value of firearms that had been introduced by the Portuguese after their arrival in 1543. Nobunaga took 
control of the imperial capital of Kyoto in 1568, and by 1582 he controlled most of central and eastern 
Japan. However, in that year he was attacked in a Kyoto temple by one of his own men, and committed 
suicide rather than be taken alive. At that stage he had an army of 250  000 samurai, musketeers, archers and 
foot soldiers.

5b.6.2 Tokugawa Ieyasu
Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1536–1598) tried to sieze power, but when he died, another daimyo, Tokugawa 
Ieyasu (1542–1616), took conrol. In 1603, the emperor gave Tokugawa Ieyasu the title of shogun. The role 
of shogun remained with the Tokugawa until 1868, giving this two-and-a-half-century period its name — 
the Tokugawa shogunate.

During the shogunate of Tokugawa Ieyasu, a social structure developed in Japan that had similarities — 
but with some important differences — with feudalism in Europe. In Europe, the King or Queen was at the 
top of the feudal system; in Japan, the real leader of the country was the shogun, who was at the top of a 
series of social classes. These social classes were known in Japanese as shi-no-ko-sho, meaning ‘warrior, 
peasant, craftsperson, merchant’.

5b.5 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. What are some of the different locations in which a follower of Shinto might expect kami to be present?
2. What was the religious purpose of a mirror in a Shinto shrine?
3. List four areas of life through which Zen Buddhism could be expressed and explain the significance of each.

Develop source skills
4. What are two religious functions served by the torii shown in SOURCE 1?
5. Carefully study SOURCES 3 and 4. What features of Zen are common to both?

Research and communicate
6. Using the role of Zen in archery as a starting point, discuss in a small group how you might apply Zen 

practices in mental preparation for an examination.
7. Another popular form of Buddhism practised in Japan was Pure Land Buddhism. Use at least two reliable 

internet sites to help you write an account of its main features.
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5b.6.3 Social structure
The emperor
By this time there had been an emperor in Kyoto for more than 800 years, but now the power of the 
emperor was just symbolic — he held his position only because of the support of the shogun. The shogun 
installed some of his most trusted people in the palace as a way of keeping himself informed.

The warrior class
By the time of the Tokugawas, shoguns controlled about 25 per cent of the land, while the remaining 75 
per cent was divided up into domains ruled by about 275 daimyo (lords). A rich daimyo, with his samurai, 
could be a threat to the ruling shogun, so Ieyasu, the first Tokugawa shogun, placed many restrictions on 
the daimyo. For example:
 • they could not marry without the shogun’s approval
 • they could not build new castles, and the shogun had to approve any repairs to existing castles
 • there was a limit to the number of samurai they could have
 • most bridges were destroyed, allowing travel only along certain pathways so that the movements of 

daimyo could be controlled
 • they had to spend every alternate year with the shogun in Edo.

The aim of the ‘alternate residence’ (sankin kotai) system was to reduce the opportunity for a daimyo to 
build up a rebellion in his own domain. Even when they did return to their domain, they had to leave their 
wives and eldest sons behind. The expense of the journey and the cost of accommodating themselves and 
their samurai also reduced their power.

The peasant class
Peasants were just below warriors in the social system. They were considered important because they pro-
duced the food that was essential to life. Farmers brought their harvests and handmade articles to market to 
exchange for goods they needed, especially for items used on ceremonial occasions. Farming families grew 
most of their own food and made basic foodstuffs such as miso and soy sauce. They also made straw capes 
and hats to wear in wet weather, and straw sandals.

Farmers usually walked from place to place, but wealthy people such as daimyo were often carried in 
 palanquins. An illustration of a rich man being carried in a simple palanquin is shown bottom right in 
SOURCE 2.

The craftspeople
Farmers could not make everything themselves. They bought a range of items such as wooden barrels for 
storage, metal tools, pottery and fine woven cloth from craftspeople in the castle towns. Other artisans 
in the towns made paper, beautiful furniture or magnificent swords for samurai. Although coins existed, 

SOURCE 1 A modern historian describes the ceremony by which the emperor makes Tokugawa Ieyashu shogun 
of Japan.

Tokugawa Ieyasu donned a scarlet mantle of ceremony and settled himself on a dais in Fushimi Castle, a 
Tokugawa fortress just south of Kyoto. Soon a herald appeared, bowed deeply, and struck together two 
wooden clappers to announce the arrival of high-ranking envoys dispatched by the Heavenly Sovereign, the 
emperor of Japan. Alighting from their carriages, the imperial representatives approached the dais and, in 
an elaborate, precisely orchestrated ceremony, presented leyasu with an Edict of Appointment naming him 
the shogun of Japan, the military general entrusted with maintaining order throughout the realm. To show 
his gratitude, leyasu hosted a banquet for the delegates and sent them home to Kyoto with tokens of his 
appreciation: bags of silver and gold and a horse sporting a raised gold saddle embossed with his crest.

Extract from Japan, a Modern History by James McClain, Norton, 2002.
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SOURCE 2 A modern artist’s representation of some of the levels of Japan’s feudal structure during the 
Tokugawa shogunate

(a) (b) 

The emperor and 
imperial court made 
up the top layer of 
society. The emperor 
was worshipped by 
the people but held 
little political power. 
People of the court 
were refined, cultured 
and educated. They 
lived extravagant 
lives almost totally 
detached from the 
rest of society.

Artisans and craftspeople provided the specialised 
items everyone needed. Farmers traded their 
surplus food for goods and services provided by 
these people. Farmers and fishermen worked the land and sea to 

produce everyone’s food. The emperor’s court taxed 
them heavily. The daimyo encouraged them to improve 
production and to produce surplus harvests.

The shogun 
was the most 
powerful warlord. 
He commanded 
military and 
economic power 
and effectively 
ruled the country, 
controlling laws 
and taxes. He 
remained shogun 
only as long as 
he could unite 
a majority of 
daimyo.

Medieval (a) daimyo and (b) samurai. The daimyo 
were warrior lords who controlled areas of land and 
ruled those who lived there. The power of a daimyo 
depended on the size of his land and the number of 
samurai he led. These samurai were warriors who swore 
allegiance to their lord and maintained his authority.

Merchants were almost the lowest class in feudal Japan, 
just above the eta. They were not seen to have value 
because they did not create, produce or protect anything. 
However, some merchants became very wealthy by trading 
with farmers and craftsmen. They also sold the goods and 
lent the finance needed to fund the constant civil wars.
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people were more likely to pay for goods with rice. Rice was the main currency, and the standard measure 
was called the koku.

The merchants
Merchants were considered the lowest of the four classes because they did not produce food like the peas-
ants or useful items like the craftspeople. They made their living from charging interest on money loaned 
to samurai and farmers.

People also paid merchants to ship rice to markets in castle towns like Osaka. Most rice was shipped 
along rivers and by sea because Japanese roads were designed only for foot traffic and horse riders. The 
roads were unsuitable for the big-wheeled vehicles needed to transport large quantities of rice.

The outcasts
Two social groups were considered to be completely outside the class system. These two sub-classes were:
 • the eta (meaning ‘great filth’), who were involved in such activities as leather work, burials or 

butchering animals
 • the hinin (meaning ‘non-persons’), who were involved in activities such as acting and scavenging.

5b.6.4 Samurai
Roles of the samurai
Samurai meant ‘those who serve (the daimyo)’. The samurai sword, which only samurai could wear, became 
the symbol of their military role. In earlier times they were solely warriors; but, as Japan became more 
peaceful under the Tokugawa, their administrative role also became important. In their training, instruction 
in reading, writing, ceremonial conduct and public service were as important as skills in archery, horse 
riding and sword fighting.

The warrior code (bushido)
A true samurai followed bushido, the samurai code, or rules for correct behaviour. His first duty was loyalty 
to his daimyo. A warrior who betrayed this trust was expected to commit ritual suicide (seppuku).

Samurai practised a form of Zen Buddhism to dispel all distracting thoughts and emotions and to give 
them full control over their minds and bodies. In this way, they could approach battle calmly and with a 
single purpose.

SOURCE 3 Bushido for a samurai, from lectures given by Yamaga Soko c.1665

The business of the samurai consists, … in discharging loyal service to his master … in deepening his fidelity in 
association with friends, and … in devoting himself to duty above all. However, in one’s own life, one becomes 
unavoidably involved in obligations between father and child, older and younger brother, and husband and 
wife. Though these are also the … obligations of everyone in the land, the farmers, artisans, and merchants 
have no leisure from their occupations, and so they cannot constantly act in accordance with them and fully 
exemplify the Way. The samurai dispenses with the business of the farmer, artisan, and merchant and confines 
himself to practising 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 … Within his heart he keeps to the ways of peace, but without he keeps his weapons ready for 
use. The three classes of … people make him their teacher and respect him. By following his teachings, they 
are enabled to understand what is fundamental and what is secondary.

Extract from Sources of the Japanese Tradition, R. Tsunoda et al., 
Columbia University Press, New York, 1958, pp. 399–400.
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5b.6.5 Cities and towns
Three cities were administered directly by the 
shogun: Kyoto, Osaka and Edo. Kyoto had been the 
home of the emperor and the centre of culture for 
hundreds of years. By 1685 its population was over 
300  000.

Osaka, located close to the Inland Sea, became an 
important centre for commerce and shipping. Edo, 
modern-day Tokyo, was the home of the shogun. 
Around 20  000 retainers and their families lived 
there, and these in turn had their own attendants and 
servants. By 1720, Edo had over a million inhabit-
ants; in comparison, London at this time had a pop-
ulation of 630  000.

Castles soon became centres of population. The 
daimyo required their samurai to live close to 
them, and merchants and craftsmen then moved 
in to supply them with goods and services. There 
were about 140 castle towns with populations of 
more than 5000; the largest of these castle towns 
were in excess of 100  000, such as Kanazawa and 
Nagoya.

SOURCE 4 A reproduction of samurai armour 
from the sixteenth century

5b.6 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive 
immediate feedback and sample responses 
for every question, go to your learnON title at 
www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers 
may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and 
understanding
1. (a) Why did the shogun place restrictions on the 

daimyo?
 (b) Name one of the restrictions and explain 

why the shogun introduced it.
2. Why were peasants considered more important 

than craftspeople or merchants?
3. Why were merchants considered the lowest of 

the four classes?

Imperial
family

Shogun

Samurai

5b.6.6 Skill builder: Selecting and organising information from sources
One of the skills of a historian is selecting and organising information from sources. The text and SOURCE 1 
contain useful information for understanding the feudal system in Japan. A pyramid diagram can help to 
organise such information.
 Complete question 5 in the Activities section below to practise this skill.
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  5b.7  Castles and forests 
 5b.7.1 Castles 
 The main period of castle construction was between 1568 and 1616 (the last stages of the period of wars 
and the fi rst few years of the Tokugawa shogunate). After this time, the shoguns placed restrictions on 
daimyo building any new castles or even repairing old ones, but towns continued to grow. 

 Eventually, the huge demand for timber, which increased with the growth of towns, created a crisis, 
which required the shogun to implement a policy that would manage this valuable resource. 

 Early Japanese castles (built c.1300 CE) were temporary fortresses used only in times of war and were 
modelled on the warrior chiefs’ own homes, with the addition of a watchtower. They were built on moun-
tain ridges, giving the defenders a commanding lookout over the surrounding country, which made it easy 

Steep internal paths led attackers
into narrow, heavily defended tunnels
and gateways.

Within the castle walls, a
network of moats was laid out
like a maze. The interlocking
buildings that ran alongside
these moats would be �lled
with archers during an attack.

Huge stone
walls around
the castle
formed massive
barriers.

Open spaces within the outer walls
and moat tempted intruders to
venture further into a deadly cross�re.

  SOURCE 1  A plan of Himeji Castle and some of its defensive features 

Develop source skills
4. What evidence does SOURCE 1 provide that indicates that the shogun was really more powerful than the 

emperor?
5. Draw a pyramid diagram like the one below. Select information from the text and SOURCE 1, then fi ll in the 

missing levels in the diagram to represent Japan’s feudal system.
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for them to attack. By the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, wars between rival lords had become more 
common, so strong, permanent buildings were needed.

The castles of this time were very elaborate buildings. Many were built on plains rather than mountains. 
They had an outer moat, solid stone foundations, huge stone walls and several watchtowers. Most also had 
a steeply sloping road leading to the main gateway and several other gates that could be used as escape 
routes. The samurai defenders could fire arrows or muskets through narrow slits in the castle’s interior 
walls.

The buildings inside the castle were often luxurious. Luis Frois, who lived in Japan for 30 years, wrote a 
description on which SOURCE 2 is based.

5b.7.2 Forestry policy
Until the early seventeenth century, natural forest provided all the timber needed for building material and 
fuel for cooking, heating and industrial processes such as iron production. However, the rapid growth of 
towns during the early Tokugawa period meant that timber was being used up faster than it could regrow.

The demand for timber, and the subsequent loss of forests, had begun centuries earlier. Emperors ordered 
the construction of elaborate shrines and temples. Timber was also needed to supply their armies and to 
build castles. As wood was the only practical building material, ordinary houses were also built from wood. 
This demand led to the stripping of forests around the ancient cities of Nara and Heian.

The forests could recover while the population growth was low. Without much difficulty, rulers could relo-
cate to new areas where there were untouched stands of high-quality timber. However, the rapid growth of 
towns during the early Tokugawa period meant that timber was being used faster than it could regrow. With 
the demand for timber resources, logging increased and led to widespread deforestation. With deforestation 
came soil erosion, landslides and floods. The shogun’s response to this crisis was to implement a forestry 
management policy to reduce logging and increase the planting of trees. In 1666, it was decreed that only 
a shogun, or a daimyo, could authorise the use of wood.

5b.7.3 Forestry management
The first attempt at forestry management was made in Kiso, a mountainous region in central Honshu that 
was part of the shogun’s land. In 1665, the feudal lord of the region introduced forestry practices such as 
protecting seedlings and selective timber cutting; but within two years his income dropped so much that he 
had to increase production again. However, a second attempt was begun in 1726. Despite reducing produc-
tion, this was successful — perhaps because of the increasing value of timber — and within thirty years a 
significant recovery of the forest had taken place.

5b.7.4 Timber plantations
Another way to meet the demand for timber was by planting trees on spare land. This took place during the 
seventeenth century in Yoshima and Owase in south-eastern Honshu. In both cases, individual peasants were 
allowed private ownership of trees they planted when they were free from other agricultural work. They 
would often sell these trees to a rich landowner or merchant before they reached maturity, but continue to 

SOURCE 2 Adaptation of a description of Azuchi Castle by a sixteenth-century Portuguese missionary, Luis Frois

Inside the walls there are many beautiful and exquisite houses, all of them decorated with gold. In the middle 
there is a sort of tower and indeed it has a far more noble and splendid appearance than our towers. It consists 
of seven floors. Inside, the walls are decorated with designs richly painted in gold and different colours, while 
the outside of each of these storeys is painted in various colours.

As the castle is situated on high ground and is itself very lofty, it looks as if it reaches the clouds. The fact 
that the castle is constructed entirely from wood is not at all apparent either from within or from without, for it 
looks as if it is built of strong stone and mortar.
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look after them. The new owners would then sell them for a profit. Later, local merchants  established their 
own timber plantations. Village cooperation (to organise irrigation and store rice for instance) extended to 
successful forest management and also contributed to the gradual replenishing of the forests.

By the eighteenth century, Japan had developed detailed scientific knowledge about plantation forestry, 
along with the benefits of community management of forests. With the Meiji Restoration, rapid economic 
growth required efficient timber production, and so one important reform was the establishment of a strict 
forest management system.

5b.8 Isolation and threats
5b.8.1 Isolation
From the mid 1500s, European nations expanded into Asia for trade. In 1543, Portuguese traders landed in the 
south of Japan and, in 1549, the Portuguese Catholic priest Francis Xavier began the first Christian mission on 
the southern island of Kyushu. Over the next fifty years, Spanish, Italian, Dutch and English traders followed.

At first, contact was friendly and new products, such as tobacco and watermelons, were introduced. Some 
people were attracted by the foreigners’ shipbuilding skills and use of maps. But what held most fascina-
tion for the Japanese was a weapon — a type of musket that the Portuguese brought with them. SOURCE 1 
recounts the efforts of one daimyo to copy the invention and work out how to make his own muskets.

However, the Tokugawa shoguns of Japan were becoming increasingly concerned about the influence of 
the Europeans. The shoguns relied on the spiritual authority of Buddhism and Shintoism for their authority 
and saw Christianity as a threat. They also feared that daimyo in outlying regions might build up their 
wealth through trade, and become a threat to their rule.

Between 1633 and 1639 the shoguns issued a series of edicts whereby all foreign influences were dis-
couraged. They:
 • banned the practising of Christianity
 • prohibited Japanese from travelling abroad
 • banned Portuguese ships from entering Japanese ports
 • regulated any other foreign trade.

5b.7 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. Copy and complete the following table using information from the text and the features described in 

SOURCE 1.

2. Why did Japan’s castles become centres of population?
3. Why was there such a high demand for timber in Japan during the medieval period?
4. Describe the effect the growth of towns had on surrounding forests.

Develop source skills
5. Read SOURCE 2 to answer the following questions.

(a) What features surprised and impressed Luis Frois about the castle?
(b) What evidence is there in the text to link the construction of castles to deforestation?

6. Write a paragraph outlining the main steps taken by the shogun to halt deforestation.

Castle feature Use in defence

Dry moat Would tempt invaders and could then be flooded
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As a result of these edicts, in the 
attempt to stem the influence of Christi-
anity, thousands of Japanese  Christians 
were killed. The Portuguese were sin-
gled out for exclusion because they 
had combined religion with trade. The 
Dutch, on the other hand, were toler-
ated because they were more concerned 
with trade than religion; but they were 
confined to Dejima, an artificial island 
in the middle of Nagasaki Bay, and 
were allowed only one visit a year to 
the shogun. They were permitted to 
import any books except those dealing 
with Christianity. From these imported 
books, the Japanese gathered some 
knowledge of Western science.

The shoguns were afraid that Western ideas would destroy their traditional way of life. Although  Japanese 
scholars did study astronomy, medicine and other sciences, the study of politics was banned.

5b.8.2 A time of troubles
The first two centuries of the Tokugawa reign were prosperous and peaceful. However, the period from 
1800 to 1860 was called a time of naiyu gakan — ‘troubles from within and without’.

Internal troubles
Roles of social classes changed. Samurai, no longer engaged in warfare, were reduced to being bureaucrats 
(government officials). They depended on payments from their daimyo, but these did not keep up with the 
rising cost of living or the expense of visiting the shogun.

Although merchants were considered the lowest class, their income continued to grow and they were 
able to afford a more luxurious lifestyle. Daimyo and samurai resented this. Peasants were generally better 
off, but still suffered from periods of famine when crops failed. This led to outbreaks of violence.

SOURCE 1 A lord’s fascination with the firepower of a musket

On seeing this article, Tokitaka regarded it as a most extraordinary thing, but did not know its name or its use.
Afterwards people called it teppo, but I am not sure whether the name is of Chinese or of native origin. One 

day Tokitaka asked the two foreigners to teach him its use, and he soon became so skilful that he could nearly 
hit a white object placed at the distance of a hundred steps. He then bought two pieces, regardless of the very 
high price asked for them, and kept them as the most precious treasures of his house. He continued to practise 
shooting incessantly, and at last made himself so skilful that he never missed his aim. As for the manufacture 
of the mysterious machine, Tokitaka had his retainer Sasakawa Koshiro instructed in it. He also ordered some 
blacksmiths to manufacture the tube and after much labour they so far succeeded in their work that they could 
produce almost similar articles, but they did not know how to close one end. Next year the foreign merchants 
again came to Kumano. Among them there was one blacksmith. Tokitaka was filled with joy, and at once sent 
one of his retainers to learn from him how to close the end. In this way the manufacture of fire-arms was learnt, 
and in a year or so sixty or seventy muskets were manufactured.

James Murdoch, A History of Japan During the Century of Early Foreign 
Intercourse (1542–1651), Office of the Chronicle, Kobe, 1903, p. 42.

SOURCE 2 A sixteenth-century Japanese artist’s impression of 
Portuguese foreigners
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 External troubles 
 In 1804, the Japanese refused Russia access to their ports. Then in 1842, Britain, after a war with China, 
forced China to open some of its ports to British trade. Two years later, China was forced to give similar 
access to the United States and France. 

 5b.8.3 US entry to Japan 
 The United States was the fi rst country to force Japan to open its ports. Over two hundred American 
whaling ships were operating in the north Pacifi c. Whales were hunted for their oil, which was used for 
maintaining machines and, before electricity, for lighting. The Americans wanted access to Japanese ports 
to refuel their ships and to take on food and water. Also, with the development of states such as Oregon and 
California on its west (Pacifi c Ocean) coast, the United States saw the countries of the Pacifi c as a potential 
market for its goods. 

 Commodore Perry’s visits 
 On 8 July 1853, four US naval ships, under the command of Commodore Matthew Perry, arrived in Edo 
Bay. A message from the American president was delivered to the shogun’s representatives. It made three 
demands. 
 •    Japan should allow free trade between the two countries.  
 •   Shipwrecked sailors should be treated ‘with kindness’.  
 •   American steamships should be able to stop in Japanese ports to take on coal, water and food.   

 Perry said he would give the shogun six months to reply, and would return with a much larger force if nec-
essary. He returned on 14 February 1854 with eight of the most powerful ships in the world. The shogun felt it 
necessary to negotiate with Perry, and on 31 March signed a Treaty of Peace and Friendship, which was called 
the Kanagawa Treaty after the name of the place where it was signed. The treaty stated that: 
 •    American ships could call at two ports  
 •   shipwrecked sailors would be treated well  
 •   an American Consul would reside at Shimodu.   

 Within two years, Russia, France, Britain and Holland had signed similar treaties. In the following years, 
more treaties were forced on Japan. They gave foreign governments the right to apply their own laws in 
their territories, despite these being on Japanese soil.   

 5b.8 Activities 
 To answer questions online and to receive  immediate feedback  and  sample responses  for every question, 
go to your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au .  Note:  Question numbers may vary slightly. 

 Check knowledge and understanding     
1. (a)    Why were the Dutch permitted to stay in Japan but not the Portuguese?  
 (b)   How was the infl uence of the Dutch restricted?    
2.   Explain why the shoguns were at fi rst afraid of Western infl uences.  
3.   Compare the demands made by Commodore Perry in 1853 with the agreement made on his return in 1856. 

(a)    What initial demand was  not  met by the Kanagawa agreement?  
(b)   What new concession had Perry achieved?     

 Develop source skills 
4.    Carefully read  SOURCE 1  and answer the following. 

(a)    What is the object being discussed?  
(b)   What are two pieces of evidence that show the Japanese could learn quickly from the foreigners?  
(c)   What problem remained and how was this problem solved?    

5.   When depicting foreigners, people often exaggerate differences. What has been exaggerated in  SOURCE 2 ?   
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  5b.9  Modernisation 
 5b.9.1 Fall of the Tokugawas 
 Many Japanese opposed the Tokugawa shogun having signed humiliating treaties with the United States. 
The strongest opposition came from daimyos in outlying provinces such as Echizen, Choshu, Satsuma, Tosa 
and Mito (see  SOURCE 1 ). They believed that the best way to stop foreign infl uence in Japan was to mod-
ernise. Using information on scientifi c, industrial and military development from Dutch books they began 
to master Western technology. By the 1840s, some of these domains were making guns using Western 
methods, and in 1850 Hizen had a modern blast furnace for making high-quality iron. 

 During the 1850s, more Japanese adopted the slogan  kaikoko joi  — ‘open the country to drive out the 
barbarians’. They believed that the only way to protect Japan against foreign control was to adopt the same 
science and technology as the foreigners. An Institute for Investigation of Barbarian Books was opened and 
men were sent on overseas study trips, although this was still illegal.  

 However, some felt that change would not take place until the shogun was removed and, under the cry 
sonno joi  — ‘revere the Emperor and expel the barbarian’ — attempts were made to remove the rule of the 
shogun. Although the domains of Choshu and Satsuma both wanted change, they also fought against each 
other; and it was only when they made an alliance in 1866 that they were able to defeat the shogun’s forces 
and force his resignation. Tokugawa Yoshimba (1837–1913) resigned in November 1867.  SOURCE 2  reveals 
his reasons. 

 On 3 January 1868, a high offi cial of the emperor’s court in Kyoto made a proclamation that accepted 
the shogun’s resignation and abolished the position. The new emperor, whose father died the year before, 
was only fi fteen years old. He adopted the title  Meiji , which meant ‘enlightened rule’. The court was moved 
from Kyoto to Edo and the emperor took up residence in the shogun’s palace. Edo was now renamed 
Tokyo — ‘Eastern capital’.  

  SOURCE 1  Foreign impacts on Japan 1780–1860  
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SOURCE 2 Resignation statement made by the shogun in November 1867

Now that foreign intercourse becomes daily more extensive, unless the government is directed from one 
central authority, the foundations of the state will fall to pieces. If, however, the old order of things be changed, 
and the administrative authority be restored to the Imperial Court, and if national deliberations be conducted on 
an extensive scale, and the Imperial decision be secured, and if the empire be supported by the efforts of the 
whole people, then the empire will be able to maintain its rank; and dignity among the nations of the earth … It 
is, I believe, my highest duty to realize this ideal by giving up entirely my rule over this land.’

Extract from A History of Japan, Revised Edition, R.H.P. Mason and 
J.G. Caiger, Tuttle, Vermont, 1997, p. 259.

5b.9.2 Japanese modernisation
Following its return to imperial rule under Emperor Meiji 
(the ‘Meiji Restoration’), Japan began to transform itself 
into one of the world’s wealthiest industrial nations. It was 
quick to learn from the West, absorbing its latest tech-
nology and perfecting its work systems. Industrialisation 
and modernisation required a massive investment in infra-
structure. New railways were built and modern commu-
nications, such as a telegraph system and postal services, 
were introduced to support new industries. Coal production 
was increased dramatically to power steamships and the 
railroad. Great value was placed on strengthening national 
security with a powerful and well-trained military. Japan’s 
new army was modelled on the Prussian army, and British 
and Dutch influences were taken on by the navy. Universi-
ties were established and foreign teachers employed.

The Japanese way
Although much of the modernisation depended on bor-
rowing Western ideas, it was still influenced by aspects of 
Japanese culture that had been present in the shogunate period. SOURCE 1 in section 5b:7 showed how, in 
the sixteenth century, a daimyo was able to quickly adapt Western technologies in the making of a musket. 
This ability to borrow from the West but to transform and improve the technology in the process was a 
feature of development that led to Japanese domination in the mid twentieth century in areas such as elec-
tronics and automotive design.

Samurai also played a crucial role in the early years of the Meiji period. They had always been well- 
educated and, coupled with the political skills they developed during the overthrow of the Tokugawa sho-
gunate, this made them good administrators. Almost all of the key roles in the new administration, apart 
from those held by a few court officials, were held by samurai and most samurai came from the outlying 
domains that had led the original opposition to the shogun.

SOURCE 3 Engraving c.1883 of Emperor 
Meiji

5b.9 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.
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5b.10 A rich legacy in arts and crafts
5b.10.1 Printmaking
The artistic achievements of Japan are recognised and admired worldwide. Although many traditions 
originated in mainland Asia, changes and refinements over many centuries have made them distinctively 
Japanese.

Buddhism has made major contributions to Japanese arts and culture. Some of the new concepts were 
richly illustrated books, and the ornate architecture of pagodas, gates and cloisters. Many of the artistic 
traditions you will read about in this unit continue to be practised in Japan today.

In Japanese cities during the late medieval period (seventeenth and eighteenth centuries), the rich men 
and women lived a life quite separate from that of the ordinary men and women. It was referred to as the 
‘floating world’ and was best shown in the prints of the period. These were called ukiyo-e, which meant 
‘pictures of the floating world’.

The images were first carved into 
wooden blocks (with the image 
reversed). Areas that were to remain 
white were cut away. Ink was then 
spread over the raised sections of the 
block and thin paper was laid face-
down across it. The back of the paper 
was rubbed to transfer all the colour. 
At first, prints were done in black and 
white and coloured by hand; but, by the 
eighteenth century, printing in four col-
ours was achieved, by making a sepa-
rate block for each colour and carefully 
aligning each block.

5b.10.2 Origami
Origami is Japanese paper-folding. In ancient times, Shinto shrines provided special paper for paper cut-
outs of human figures that were used in purification ceremonies. However, as paper became more widely 
available, origami also became an entertainment, which is its main purpose in Japan today. The paper 

Check knowledge and understanding
1. Those wanting to make Japan independent of foreigners used two slogans: kaikoko joi and sonno joi.

(a) What did joi mean in both cases?
(b) In what two ways was this independence to be gained?

2. Who did the rebellious daimyo call on for support against the shogun?
3. What were the key steps taken to modernise Japan after the Meiji Restoration?

Develop source skills
4. Carefully study SOURCE 1 and answer the following questions.

(a) What was a common feature of the domains whose daimyo opposed the shogun?
(b) What influence might these locations have had on their reasons for taking that position?

5. Use SOURCE 2 to answer the following questions.
(a) Who does the shogun believe power should be passed to?
(b) Why does he think that this is in the best interests of Japan?

SOURCE 1 A woodcut print by Hiroshige (1797–1858) from his 
series Fifty-three Stations of the Tokaido Road
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is rarely cut, only folded. Origami’s other uses 
include wrapping for gifts and folding traditional 
ornaments.  

 5b.10.3 Dolls 
 Dolls have an ancient history in Japan and many 
styles have developed over the centuries. The fi rst 
dolls were probably prehistoric clay and stone fi gu-
rines with religious or magic signifi cance. Wooden 
dolls as playthings seem to have been popular in 
the Heian period (794–1185 CE), and other sorts 
of dolls were used in Shinto ceremonies at the 
emperor’s court during the twelfth and thirteenth 
centuries. Dolls dressed as samurai or court ladies 
are still popular today. A doll festival is held every 
year on 3 March. 

 5b.10.4 Kites 
 Kites are another Japanese art form associated with 
religion. It is possible that they originated in ancient 
times as a way of making offerings to the gods or 
sending prayers to heaven. There are also stories about 
them being used for sending messages in time of war. 
By the late Middle Ages, kites decorated with dragons, 
warriors and Chinese lions were fl own for fun. Kite 
battles became a popular form of public entertainment. 

 5b.10.5 Bonsai 
  Bonsai  or ‘tray planting’ came to Japan from China 
around 800 years ago, about the same time as Zen, and 
has continued in Japan over many centuries. Bonsai 
trees as old as 700 or 800 years still exist. They are 
grown in small pots or shallow ceramic trays and ide-
ally look as natural as possible. Techniques of trimming 
roots and branches keep the trees between one-thirtieth 
and one-sixtieth of their natural size. For example, a 
beech tree that might grow to 30 metres in the wild can 
be kept as small as 32 centimetres in a small pot.  

 5b.10.6 Inro 
 These small containers of lacquerware were probably 
fi rst used around the twelfth century to carry seals and 
seal paste to stamp on documents. However, by the late 
medieval period they had been adapted for carrying 
 medicines. The beautiful decoration of  inro  (often with 
gold or silver foil) showed the owners’ status and wealth.   

  SOURCE 2  An instructor demonstrates how to make 
paper animals at an origami workshop in London, 
England, during Tokyo Day 2010.  

  SOURCE 3  Bonsai fruit tree  

  SOURCE 4  Two fi nely lacquered inro from 
the Edo period (1601–1868)  
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5b.11 Review
5b.11.1 Review

5b.10 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. What is the English translation of ukiyo-e? Why was this term used to describe the woodcut prints of this 

period?
2. (a) What was the original purpose of origami?
 (b) What are its uses today?
3. What were originally carried in inro containers?

(a) What was the original religious purpose of making dolls?
(b) What is the date of Japan’s national doll festival?

Develop source skills
4. What kind of weather has the artist Hiroshige managed to show in SOURCE 1? Explain how he has done this.
5. What skill is being demonstrated in SOURCE 2?
6. Some of the common features of Japanese crafts are:

• a depiction of nature
• a love of the miniature
• an attention to fine detail.
Look carefully at SOURCES 1, 3 and 4 and see how many of these you can identify in each one.

Create
7. Make your own inro from an empty plastic tablet bottle. Attach plastic tubing to each side with sticky tape 

(these will be channels for the cord). Glue decorated paper over your inro or use plain white paper and paint 
your own Japanese themes on it. Finally, thread coloured cord (about 30 centimetres long) through the 
channels and tie it in a neat bow at the bottom. At the lid end, tie a knot in the loop of cord, thread on a large 
bead or button and knot the cord above the bead to secure it.

KEY TERMS
archipelago a group or series of islands

bakufu the headquarters of a military general

bushi the warrior class of Japan, which included shoguns, daimyo and samurai. Bushido is the code they 
developed.

daimyo means ‘great name’ and refers to lords who owned large amounts of land

domain the area controlled by a daimyo

kami spirits of plants, animals or humans in the Shinto religion

koku a measure of rice equal to about 23 litres of dry rice, enough to feed one person for one year

samurai Japanese soldiers who served their lord

shogun the leading Japanese general

tectonic plates large masses of rock whose movements cause earthquakes

torii the entrance gates to a Shinto shrine

Zen a form of Buddhism with a focus on meditation
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Practise your historical skills
Comprehension: chronology, terms and concepts
1. Arrange the following dates on a timeline from 1000 to 2000 CE and match them with the events below.

2. For the terms and definitions below, match the number of each term in list A with the letter of the definition 
that best matches it in list B.

Analysis and use of sources
3. Read SOURCE 1, The Tale of the 47 Ronin, a true story about the fate of a group of ronin (samurai without a 

master), which took place between the years 1701 and 1703. Then answer these questions.
(a) Name the two daimyo mentioned.
(b) What is seppuku?
(c) What type of samurai were ronin?
(d) Why did the ronin kill Lord Kira?
(e) How were they following the code of bushido?

1281 First Tokugawa edicts against foreign traders

1338 Commodore Perry’s first visit

1603 Second Mongol invasion of Japan

1615 Meiji Restoration

1633 Ashikaga shogunate begins

1853 Himeji Castle finished

1868 Tokugawa shogunate begins

List A List B

1. shogun a. The Japanese name for the four-class system

2. Shinto b. The largest island in Japan

3. Zen c. One of the lowest groups in the social system

4. eta d. Religion in which nature worship played a key part

5. shi-no-ko-sho e. Emperors’ capital for 1000 years from 781 CE

6. Kyoto f. The land controlled by a daimyo

7. bonsai g. Military ruler of Japan

8. bushido h. Japanese warriors who swore allegiance to their lord and maintained his authority

9. domain i. The art of making small trees

10. Honshu j. A form of Buddhism that stresses self-discipline through meditation

11. samurai k. A warrior’s code of behaviour

5b.11 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question,
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Go online to access additional end of topic resources such as interactivities and printable worksheets.

ONLINE ONLY
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Perspectives and interpretations
4. Japanese society has maintained many of its ancient traditions within a modern society. Carefully study 

SOURCE 2 and then answer the following questions.
(a) What features of Shinto belief are being practised here?
(b) Indicate the features that show this is a modern period.

Empathetic understanding
5. Working in pairs, imagine that it is 1860 and you are samurai. You want to stop the foreign barbarians 

interfering in your life, but one of you still supports the shogun and his policies, while the other wants to use 
Western technology to modernise Japan and to pass power to the emperor. Make a series of points each of 
you could use to support your view, and then write a conversation that you might have.

Research
6. An internet search for 

‘Japanese prints’ will bring 
up hundreds of images of 
reproductions of Japanese 
prints. Choose either 
three prints from a period 
covered by this chapter, or 
three prints that show an 
aspect of Japanese life, 
such as theatre or farming. 
Make a list of the pieces of 
evidence these prints provide 
about the topic you have 
chosen.

SOURCE 2 A grandmother, mother and daughter at a Shinto shrine

SOURCE 1 The Tale of the 47 Ronin

At Japanese New Year it was the custom for the Emperor to send greetings to the court of the 
shogun. The celebrations often went on for days. The shogun appointed Lord Asano to be one of his 
representatives at the ceremonies, but being unaware of all the proper manners required, Lord Asano 
asked Lord Kira for advice about proper behaviour and dress.

Lord Kira was annoyed at the small present offered to him and gave Lord Asano false information. As 
a result, Lord Asano wore the wrong robes to the ceremonies and was very embarrassed. Outraged, he 
drew his sword and attacked Lord Kira, wounding him on the forehead. Drawing a sword in the shogun’s 
palace was an extremely serious offence and the shogun ordered Lord Asano to commit suicide.

After saying goodbye to his family and faithful samurai, Lord Asano plunged a sword into his stomach 
and cut it open in the ritual suicide called seppuku. In the world of the warrior this was an honourable 
way to die. Having lost their master, Lord Asano’s samurai were now ronin or masterless samurai and 
47 of them plotted revenge. They believed their master had been unfairly treated and that his death was 
caused by Lord Kira. To prevent any suspicion of their intentions, they pretended to be irresponsible men. 
Some even left their wives and families and often visited the pleasure districts.

Lord Kira was aware that he might be attacked and always kept a strong bodyguard. It took two years 
for the 47 ronin to get their revenge. One snowy night, Lord Kira held a party. His guards got drunk and 
left him poorly defended. The 47 ronin broke into his house and eventually found him hiding in a little hut. 
They recognised him by the scar on his forehead. The ronin demanded that Lord Kira commit seppuku 
but he was too cowardly to do so. They cut off his head instead and carried it to Lord Asano’s grave.

Hearing that Lord Asano’s former samurai had taken revenge, the shogun became angry. He had 
forbidden such an act and the ronin had defied his authority. He demanded that all 47 of them commit 
seppuku. Having avenged their dead master, the ronin all did as the shogun ordered. By committing 
seppuku they paid the highest debt both to their lord and to their ruler. In Japan to this day they are 
regarded as heroes.
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Explanation and communication
7. In the period c.500–1900 CE there were several changes in the roles of the emperor and the shogun. You are 

to investigate these changes at different times in history.
(a) Using information from this chapter and elsewhere, prepare a timeline that shows key dates for the 

emperors and shoguns.
(b) Collect three sources that provide evidence of the role of the emperor and three for the role of the shogun. 

Make a note of where each source has come from.
(c) Draw up a table with two columns headed ‘Emperor’ and ‘Shogun’. Using the sources from part b and 

your own knowledge, complete the table to make a list of the extent of their power at different times.

UNCORRECTED P
AGE P

ROOFS




