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“Fujiyama-geisha” is a common English expression that refers to the stereotypical
images that foreigners hold of Japan. Since the 1980s and Japanese economic
dominance, however, most Westerners have become much more knowledgeable about
the Land of the Rising Sun. Where once Japanese food could only be obtained on the
West Coast or New York, now you can buy sushi in the supermarket. Nevertheless,
certain types of stereotypes have persisted. A pervasive one, supported by Japanese
film and animation, is the samurai as an elite warrior who lives by a strict code. This
idealized and romanticized image has only the most tenuous connection to historical
reality.

The word samurai is derived from the verb saburau, to serve. In the Heian period
(794–1185) the original samurai by title were people who directly served the upper
echelons of the aristocracy. It could refer to a wide variety of positions, including the
armed guards who protected the members of the Imperial family. In the case of the
emperor, sometimes this samurai was even a family member and thus a member of the
aristocracy. This broad usage continued even into the Kamakura period (1185–1333),
the first warrior-led government.

It was not until the breakdown of imperial rule and the rise of the warrior class that led to
the establishment of the Kamakura shogunate that this term came to refer to warriors.
The origins of the warrior class in Japan are debated. Some scholars believe they
evolved from regional militias, and others emphasize the aristocratic origins of the upper
echelons. In either case, there were class differences between the upper and lower
members of the warrior class but there was much less distinction between warriors at
the bottom end of the scale and other social classes. Some men farmed until they were
needed and then went to war. Although legal records from the late Kamakura period like
the Samirenshō (1319) show increasing class distinctions, they were not well defined or
rigid. It was not until hundreds of years later that the title samurai was used exclusively
for the warrior class, and then not all members of it. It is for this reason that scholars
usually prefer the term bushi, or warrior class, to samurai because it is more precise.

The medieval period, which is comprised of the Kamakura and Muromachi periods
(1338–1573) was a time an intermittent warfare. After the Ōnin War (1467–1477) there
was a century of civil war. A number of famous warrior tales date from this period. One



of the most influential was perhaps the Heike monogatari (Tale of the Heike), which told
the tale of the origins of the Kamakura shogunate. Its opening line, “The bell of Gion
Temple sounds the impermanence of all things,” is one of the most famous in Japanese
literature and reflects Buddhist ideas about the ephemeral world. Compiled perhaps a
century after the events it relates, it is a partisan and romanticized account that has
sometimes been taken as journalism. Nevertheless, as long as the circumstances of its
creation are taken into account, it gives one a valuable contemporary perspective on
warriors. Heike has been translated into English several times as have several other
important texts (like the Taiheiki) but many more are still only available in Japanese.

Warrior tales like Heike monogatari show an evolving class consciousness, but the clear
separation of the warrior from other classes is usually dated to 1588 when Toyotomi
Hideyoshi (1536–1598), the then military leader, ordered all swords to be collected. He
justified these actions by suggesting he needed them to build a large statue of Buddha
to protect the state. This and other legislation set forth by Hideyoshi for the first time set
clear barriers between the warrior and other classes. Thus, it is important to remember
that samurai were a social class rather than a profession, rather like the kshatriya of
northern India. Women and children who were not members of an organized fighting
force in the traditional sense were members of the warrior class. However, women were
often trained to fight with the naginata, a long pole arm with a curved blade of about six
to eight inches.

The elite warrior of the stereotype is equipped with a special code that supposedly
defined them. This set of laws is labeled bushidō, literally the way of the warrior.
Bushidō in the sense of a code for elite warriors, is like all stereotypes, based on a
kernel of truth. There were certainly a loose set of practices and customs associated
with the warrior class. However, the word bushidō does not exist before the seventeenth
century. Discussion about these practices and customs of the warrior class was
represented by a number of other words, like yumiya no michi (way of the archer) and
musha no narai (warriors’ learning), suggest that there was some attention devoted to
proper behavior. Additionally, individual houses issued their own codes (kakun) but only
a few of these exist and those that do were not widely circulated. Most often, they were
handed down by elite patriarchs to their sons. Nevertheless, the word bushidō does not
appear in any datable writings until the seventeenth century and not all that frequently
for hundreds of years thereafter.

Bushidō as a coherent set of ideas and philosophies began with Yamaga
Sokō(1622–1685), a samurai from Aizu, a province located in the western end of what
is now Fukushima Prefecture.[i] In this context, his life was rife with ironies. First, Sokō



began life as a rōnin, or masterless samurai. This meant he was of the warrior class by
birth but not an active participant in any military matters. As a rōnin he did not hold any
official office in the military government. Second, he matured at what was essentially a
time of peace, and thus had no firsthand experience with war in any capacity, not even
as an observer. Rather, he approached war and preparedness for it in an academic
fashion, but obviously with some brilliance because he was appointed as military
advisor by the daimyo of Akō (in present day Hyōgo Prefecture) in 1652. The final irony
was that he was exiled because his writings were seen as a challenge to the ruling
warrior family and thus was rejected by the establishment and therefore can not be
seen to widely represent the warrior class.

Military preparedness was most certainly one of Sokō’s interests but he never even
used the word bushidō.This is understandable because although the word existed at the
time it was highly arcane. To express his ideas he coined the word shidō. These words,
bushidō and shidō, have the same root and are understandably sometimes defined as
synonyms. However, most scholars agree that they have different meanings. In the
most general sense, shidō is about ethics, about having the right mental state, while
bushidō is about actions, doing what one should.

Nevertheless, Yamaga Sokō’s ideas were to have lasting impact on the actions of
others. They were based on a syncretic selection of Confucian, Buddhist, and Shintō
thought. His teachings were clearly conservative, expressing revisionist values based
on a romanticized past of which he had no part. It was in fact Sokō’s rejection of
neo-Confucian ideas, the ruling philosophy of the Tokugawa government, that caused
him to be exiled. Although not a label used in Sokō’s time, this school of thought came
to be known as kogaku (literally “ancient learning”). Kogaku philosophers thought that
the metaphysical additions to Confucian thought from the Song dynasty (960–1279)
were corrupt and that true understanding could only be reached by refocusing on the
original ancient Confucian texts. Other influential proponents included Itō Jinsai
(1627–1705) and Ogyū Sorai (1666–1728). In Sokō’s view, life was governed by clear
principles of right and wrong, and it was this idea that he applied to warrior behavior.
The morality and virtue expressed in Confucian writings translated to military
preparedness. This is not to suggest ideas about virtue and ethics would not have
existed in Japan without Confucianism, rather Confucianism gave a framework to
existing ideas. Sokō was also a proto-nationalist, a trait that became especially
apparent after his exile. We use this term because Japan was not yet a true nation in
the modern sense. He saw Japan as superior to China, ideas that he expressed in
Chūchō jijitsu (The Truth About the Middle Kingdom). One reason that he saw Japan as
superior because it was divinely created and ruled by an imperial line directly linked with
heaven.



It is yet another irony of Sokō’s life that his philosophy was to influence the retainers of
Asano Naganori. It was the actions of Naganori that were to bring about one of the most
famous events in Japanese history, the Akō Incident, better known in the West as the
Forty-Seven Rōnin. In 1701, the daimyo of Akō, Asano Naganori (1667–1701) was
given the responsibility of handling the arrangements for visiting envoys of the imperial
court. He was teamed with Kira Kōzukenosuke (Yoshinaka). One day, Naganori
attacked Kōzukenosuke, unable to forgive an insult, the content of which to this day is
unknown. Even though Kōzukenosuke only received minor injuries, because Naganori
had violated strict rules about drawing weapons within Edo palace, he was sentenced
that very evening to commit ritual suicide. His domain was seized and as a result all of
Naganori’s vassals were made masterless, or rōnin. Some of them went underground to
allay suspicion of revenge. In 1703, a group of about forty-seven (the precise number is
disputed) surfaced. They attacked the house of Kira Kōzukenosuke, killing sixteen of his
guards and beheading Kōzukenosuke. The Akō rōnin then retired to the Sengakuji
Temple, where two days later all participants in the attack on Kōzukenosuke were
ordered to commit ritual suicide.

These events are without question the most dramatized of any incident in Japanese
history. There have been hundreds of renditions from the first kabuki play produced just
three weeks after Kōzukenosuke’s execution (which was immediately shut down) to a
film released in December 2013 starring Keanu Reeves. It has also generated
thousands of pages of historical research. But more significantly for our discussion, the
act of revenge caused active debate among contemporaries as to whether it was an
honorable course of action. The Akō rōnin were influenced by the writings of Yamaga
Sokō and the story of the forty-seven rōnin has been handed down to us as one of
consummate loyalty, a shining example of bushidō, because the vassals never forgot
their loyalty to their lord. But their contemporaries were not all convinced of this. Some
felt that by violating the oath of fealty that Naganori had made to the shogun, they had
committed the greater sin and were to be disparaged rather than admired. It was an
existential question for the warrior class as to who their ultimate loyalty belonged
to—the lord of their domain or the shogun. Because there was no actual, specific code,
there was no clear-cut answer. The story of the forty-seven rōnin makes it clear that the
teachings of Yamaga Sokō were not universally accepted by the warrior class during the
eighteenth century.

A similarly problematic history surrounds another important text on bushidō, Hagakure
by Yamamoto Tsunetomo (1659–1719). As the literal translation of this title “Hidden (or,
In the Shadow of) Leaves” might suggest, this text was not widely read during the Edo
period. Tsunetomo was a retainer of Nabeshima Mitsushige, whose domain was located



on the island of Kyūshū in present-day Saga Prefecture. Although he was a page to
Mitsushige as a child, he did not find an official position in the ruling bureaucracy until
he was 27, but even this did not last long. Although he was later reengaged, Yamamoto,
a generation younger even than Yamaga Sokō, had no experience with war and clearly
romanticized the past. This is demonstrated by his desire to commit junshi, the act of
suicide upon the death of one’s lord. This practice had never been all that common in
Japan until a fad developed in the 1630s. In response, junshi was outlawed in 1663,
when Tsunetomo was just a child. Moreover, Mitsushige expressly forbid it. Stymied,
Tsunetomo renounced the world and became a Buddhist monk. These facts are
relevant in understanding the motivations of the writer and interpreting the text.

Hagakure is a loose collection of Yamamoto Tsunetomo's stories, history, and homilies
as recorded by Tashiro Tsuramoto, a younger samurai about whom we know little else.
Although several English translations exist, they represent only a portion of the total
extant text (the original has been lost). The content has no clear structure and is often
contradictory. It is also anti-intellectual, essentially representing a conglomeration of
Buddhist and Confucian thought and local custom. Moreover, Hagakure is often at odds
with the writings of Yamaga Sokōand is critical of the actions of forty-seven rōnin
because they waited rather acting immediately. Thus, Hagakure is an idealized created
memory of warrior behavior that was not very widely read for more than a hundred and
fifty years after it was written.

As these brief discussions of important texts show, there was no cohesive thought, text,
or code during the Edo period. The word bushidō was not even very common
throughout the pre-modern period. This does not mean that there was no discussion of
the rules and qualities desirable in a member of the warrior class. Some, like
Tsunetomo, emphasized military readiness, but others emphasized literacy and the
ability to act like a gentleman. Most notable is that all these writings occur at a time
when the warrior class was no longer at war. The warrior class was in part seeking
justification for their position as rulers in times of peace.

In 1868, internal weaknesses, exacerbated by the forced opening of ports to Western
trade, led to the downfall of the shogunate. The new government, although primarily run
by an oligarchy of samurai, was established on the idea that true Japanese polity should
center on the emperor. This event is known today as the Meiji Restoration. Since the
establishment of the Kamakura shogunate, Japan had consisted of semi-autonomous
states. Shintō, the indigenous religion of Japan, was forcibly stripped of syncretic
elements and reconstructed to support the emperor as the originator of Japan. This
newly molded belief system is referred to as State Shintō. Similarly, after the



Restoration, bushidō, a disparate set of ideas and opinions, was reconstructed to
promote unity and patriotism where there had been none.

What is striking about this process is that what ever form of bushidō that had actually
existed in Tokugawa times emphasized class differences. The writings were about what
warriors needed to do to remain elite. Meiji bushidō was all inclusive, suggesting that
the real Japanese were warriors and those values represented all of Japan. This was
clear in the implementation of universal conscription. This dramatic break from the past
was not popular with anyone; the warrior class did not want to give up the status that
carrying weapons had conferred on them while commoners did not want to give up their
heirs at their most productive age. The ministries of army and navy appropriated the
idea of bushidō to create a sense of unity. A set of instructions issued to the new
conscripts told them they should have loyalty, decorum, faith, obedience, courage,
frugality, and honor because these qualities “made up the substance of bushidō of
old.”[ii]

Japan’s successful forays into imperialism brought popularity to Meiji bushidō. More
books about bushidō were written in the eighteen years from 1895 to 1912 than the
entire 235 years of the Edo period. There was interest in old texts too; Yamamoto
Tsunetomo’s Hagakure was reprinted in 1906 and Yamaga Sokō’s Shidō was reprinted
in 1910. It was also during this period a third and even more problematic text introduced
the concept of bushidō to the Western world. Bushidō, the Soul of Japan (1899) was
written by Nitobe Inazō (1862–1933). Although Nitobe was from a warrior class family in
Morioka, it was primarily educated in English, including Johns Hopkins University.
Therefore, Nitobe was not especially knowledgeable about past traditions of Japan. The
book was written in English specifically to introduce a positive image of Japan to the
Western world. Like the writings of Yamaga and Yamamoto, Nitobe’s work is
idiosyncratic rather than representative of traditional values. Nitobe converted to
Christianity and married a Quaker. His ideas about bushidō reflect these inculcated
values more than any truths about Japan’s past. The book uses an equally romanticized
notions of European knighthood and chivalry as a framework, and actually
de-emphasizes the relationship of bushidō to war. This sense of familiarity made it more
easily understandable and acceptable to a Western readership but distorted historical
reality by creating a veneer of sameness that contradicted historical reality. As flawed as
this work was, it was widely read, with fans that included Theodore Roosevelt. It was
used to help explain Japan’s military success, especially in the Russo-Japanese War of
1904–1905. What most people today think of as bushidō is this Meiji construction.



As imperialism evolved into what debatably was fascism, the elements of Meiji bushidō
became even more pronounced. Nitobe’s book was read as a justification of Japan’s
noble spirit while Japan went on a “binge of Hagakure.”[iii] This reformed concept of
bushidō supported ultra-nationalist ideas about Japan at the head of the “Great East
Asia Co-prosperity Sphere.” Because much of the Hagakure is about the right way to
die, it was reputedly a popular text among kamikaze pilots.

The influence of Meiji bushidō continues even today. Although there was a brief lull
during the immediate post-WWII period, as nationalists resurfaced, these texts regained
popularity. Perhaps the most famous example is the writer Mishima Yukio. He was
fascinated by Hagakure and even wrote a book about it, Hagakure nyūmon (literally
“Introduction to Hakagure” but translated into English as The Way of the Samurai).[iv]

Mishima’s beliefs led him to commit ritual suicide (hara kiri or seppuku) in 1970 in
protest of the decay of modern society. More recently bushidō has been advanced as a
way to become successful in business.

In summary, today bushidō is widely believed to mean what a literal translation of the
word would suggest—the way of the warrior. As this historical survey shows, however, it
really is a modern concept that evolved when samurai were not actually at war. But this
article also shows that even if bushidō was a constructed idea that was manipulated, it
has had and continues to have significant impact not just on the thought of the
Japanese but on the way the world views Japan.

[i]Also known as Yamaga Takasuke or Jingozaemon.

[ii]Quoted in Karl F. Friday, Bushido or Bull? A Medieval Historian’s Perspective on the
Imperial Army and the Japanese Warrior Perspective” The History Teacher, Vol. 27, No.
3 (May, 1994), 340.

[iii]Richard Hoyt, Old Soldiers Sometimes Lie (New York: Tom Doherty Associates, 2002),
20. This quote is from a journal entry by Wim van der Elst from June 2, 1934.

[iv]Mishima Yukio,  The Way of the Samurai:  Yukio Mishima on Hagakure in Modern Life,
Kathyrn Sparling, trans. (New York: Basic Books, 1077).
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