#193
Feudalism In Japan


Last class we began to learn about Japan during the Middle Ages.  We learned that Japan was strongly influenced by its geography.  Japan is made up of many mountainous islands in the Pacific Ocean off the east coast of Asia.  Japan developed a religion called Shinto which was based on the idea that all living and non-living things had spirits and that Emperors were divine descendants of the sun god.  We also learned that Japan selectively borrowed ideas for China through Korea.  Japan adopted Chinese customs and ideas such as Buddhism, and Confucianism.  We also learned that Japan developed a system of feudalism that was very similar to the system of feudalism that was developing in Western Europe during the Middle Ages.  Today we will learn more about how Japanese feudalism was similar and different from feudalism in medieval Europe. 


Early Japanese society was organized into clans with separate rulers and religious customs.  However, around 500 AD one clan, the Yamato Clan, gained control over the largest island of Japan.  Slowly the Yamato extended their rule and became the royal family of Japan. The Yamato Clan said they were direct relatives of the sun goddess.  The emperors of the Yamato Clan were believed to be godly.  They were regarded as gods.  Even today, the Japanese emperor claims he is a direct relative of the Yamato Clan (although he no longer claims to be godly or chosen by the gods). 

Feudal Japan

In the 1100s, the authority of the Japanese emperor declined.  Local warlords fought one another.  While armies battled for power, a feudal system developed.  The Japanese system of feudalism that developed was very similar to the feudal system that had developed in Europe.  Just like in feudal Europe, Japanese feudal society had distinct levels of social class.  All members of society had a defined place. 
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Classes of the Feudal Social Hierarchy

Under the Japanese feudal system, the emperor still ruled in name, but powerful warrior nobles actually controlled the country.  The powerful warrior nobles consisted of 1) Shoguns, 2) Daimyo, and 3) Samurai.  The lowest classes consisted of 4) Peasants, 5) Merchants, and 6) Women.

I. Shoguns: Under the feudal system, the real power lay in the hands of the shoguns.  Shoguns were the top military commanders and they had the real power.  Shoguns set up their own dynasties called shogunates.

II. Daimyo: Just like in Europe, the shogun distributed land to lords, which were called daimyo in Japan.  The daimyo received land in exchange for a promise to support the shogun with their armies when needed.  Just like in Europe, land was exchanged for loyalty and military service.

III. Samurai: The daimyo, in turn, granted land to lesser warriors called samurai.  The samurai were like the Knights of Europe.  The word samurai means “those who serve”. The samurai promised loyalty to the daimyo and lived by a strict code of conduct known as bushido, or “the way of the warrior.”  This was very similar to the code of conduct knights in Europe followed called “chivalry.” The samurai promised to be loyal, brave, and honorable.  Honor was extremely important.  A samurai who betrayed the code of bushido was expected to commit suicide, a ritual act called seppuku.  

IV. Peasants and Artisans: Peasants (like Serfs in Europe) farmed the land.  The peasants gave a portion of the food they grew to samurais in order to gain protection.  Artisans made weapons for the samurai and were granted protection as well. 

V. Merchants: Merchants were the lowest class of people in medieval Japan, despite the fact that they might have more wealth than members of the upper classes.  However, over time merchants gained more influence.  

VI. Women: Early in the feudal period, women sometimes became warriors or ran estates.  However, the status of women declined during the feudal period.  Japanese feudal codes did not place women in high esteem.  Unlike women in feudal Europe, women in feudal Japan were looked down upon.  As time passed, inheritance was passed on to sons only.  

Comparing Feudal Japan to Feudal Europe


Japanese feudalism was similar to European feudalism.  Both systems developed out of the need for stability.  In both Europe and Japan, emperors or kings were too weak to stop invasions or internal wars.  Feudalism provided a way for ruling classes to preserve law and order. 


In the feudal systems of both Europe and Japan, everyone had a well-defined place in society.  In both societies, power and wealth were in the hands of the upper-class land owners.  Both societies had a class of warriors called knights in Europe and samurai in Japan.  Peasants (serfs) in both feudal systems worked the land and served the landowners in exchange for protection.  


The position of women was different in Europe and Japan.  In Japan, the status of women declined during feudal times.  In Europe, the code of chivalry helped raise the status of women.  Another difference was the role of religion.  Leaders of the Catholic Church in Europe had much more power than Zen Buddhist monks in Japan.  Religion was a much more powerful force in Europe, where leaders of the Church held huge amounts of political and economic power in addition to their religious power.  In Europe, religion played a much bigger secular (non-religious) role.  

The Tokugawa Shogunate 

Remember that shoguns were the most powerful class in feudal Japan of military commanders and that they set up dynasties of their own called shogunates. The Tokugawa Shoguns (a family of Shoguns) came to power in 1603 bringing peace and stability to Japan for nearly 300 years.  The Tokugawa shoguns created a centralized feudal government and stopped the fighting among powerful daimyo lords.  The stability of the Tokugawa shogunate resulted in economic gains.  New seeds, tools, and techniques allowed farmers to grow more food and the population was able to grow.  As the population grew, roads were built in order to link towns together.  With these roads, trade increased.  In the cities, a wealthy class of merchants (people who sell things) emerged.  


During the Tokugawa shogunate, many Japanese learned Zen Buddhist practices, such as the tea ceremony and landscape gardening.  At the same time, Japanese made advances in the arts and theater.  In the theater, actors wore colorful costumes and acted out stories about families or events in history.  In literature, Japanese poets created a Chinese-influenced form of poetry called haiku.

Summary

Japan was strongly influenced by geographic conditions.  It borrowed cultural elements from China but adapted them to develop its own unique culture.  A decline in the power of the emperor led to the development of feudalism in the 1100s.  In the early 1600s, the Tokugawa shogunate emerged, bringing stability and cultural advancements.  Landowners and warriors dominated Japanese society.  There was a strict social structure consisting of unequal classes.   







