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Crisis in the Tokugawa System

Zhe bakufu’s difficulty in coping with the culture of the townsmen
was indicative of the much larger problem that officials were having
in dealing with the new social and economic conditions that the devel-
opment of cities and commerce had created. It is useful to think of the
Genroku Period as a kind of divide. On the one side, prior to it, the
Tokugawa system was becoming established; its political, social, and
economic institutions were being systematized. The samurai elite was
adjusting to its new role as an administrative bureaucracy and to its
new life in the castle towns. Population surged, city life sprang up,
land under cultivation was greatly extended, and a new sedentary life-
style took hold.

On the other side of the divide, the years after Genroku to which
we must now turn our attention, faults were beginning to appear in
the political system. “Since the Genroku period,” lamented one scholar
in the 1730s, “. . . the life of the country has deteriorated.”* Contradic-
tions emerged between the ideological premises that underlay the sys-
tem and the reality of the way it was in fact operating. There is always
a gap between the ideals of a social system and its actual behavior, but
after Genroku the gap in Japan was too wide to be overlooked. Behind
the facade of political stability, immense social and economic develop-
ments occurred that gradually transformed the system. In many differ-
ent areas these developments created strains. Let us examine them
rather arbitrarily under the headings of economic, social, and ideologi-
cal problems.

Economic Problems

The fundamental problem creating strains within the Tokugawa politi-
cal system was the transformation of its economic basis and conse-
quent undermining of the premises upon which the system had been
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founded. The soaring expenditures of the bakufu and of the individual
daimyo tended more and more to exceed their income, which was
largely drawn from the land tax levied on the peasants. Expenditures
of the lord grew continuously, partly because, with the urbar} growth,
government became more complex. Then, too, it was sometimes .less
efficient. Laxity and corruption were not uncommon. Social functions
associated with government became increasingly elaborate and expen-
sive, and gift giving grew to immense proportions. ‘

The alternate attendance system continued enormously expensive
for the daimyo. By the latter part of the Tokugawa Period, thg typical
lord was devoting a substantial portion of his normal expenditures to
costs connected with the system. In addition, not infrequently were
emergency or extraordinary outlays required to rebuild mansions after
fires, to entertain the shogun, or to cover the costs of marriages, funer-
als, and other ceremonies in Edo. The steady stream of sumptuary
laws, which sought to restrict ostentation in food and dress, indica‘te
that extravagance and conspicuous consumption were a way of life
among the upper classes.

Government frequently was unable to generate the added rev-
enues necessary to defray its soaring expenses. Some daimyq suc-
ceeded in developing additional sources of income, principally
through development of new cash crops that were run as han monop-
olies, but for the most part they continued to be largely dependent on
the land tax and on rice production, which accounted for a shrinking
portion of the total economy. Daimyo were often at a disadvantage
when they converted their rice income into money at Osaka. There,
they were at the mercy of the astute merchant financiers and the va-
garies of the rice market. It was possible, of course, that a gqod har-
vest, together with capable and honest administration, could increase
the coffers of the shogun or the daimyo. In general, however, much
more frequently revenues fell short because of bad luck or bad man-
agement, and expenditures rose because of extravagance, corruption,
and the increased complexity of government.

A negative reason for the financial troubles of government was Fhe
overall failure to develop adequate methods for taxing the growing
sectors of the economy. For example, the Tokugawa Period saw a
great increase in agricultural productivity, which should have allowed
the lord to increase the land tax. Yet research seems to indicate that
land, from about 1700 on, ceased to be surveyed periodically and thus
there was often no adequate accounting of increased productivity. To-
ward the end of the Tokugawa Period, therefore, in some areas taxes
were based on assessments that were a century or more out of date.
Why land surveys were neglected is difficult to say, but undoubte@ly
bureaucratic inertia and consideration of the massive administrative
effort required to survey an entire domain were partly responsible.

SOCIAL PROBLEMS

Still another factor may have been fear of resistance from the peasants.
One scholar who has made a careful study of this issue in the Kaga do-
main concludes, “To tax villages effectively daimyo needed a loyal,
knowledgeable, and independent core of officials who had frequent
contact with agriculture and the villages under their control. Yet
samurai urbanization sacrificed precisely this intimacy and cost
daimyo the ability to capitalize on improved crop yields.”*> Whatever
the reasons, growing wealth in the agricultural sector was generally
not taxed in any systematic way.

Nor was commerce, the most rapidly expanding part of the econ-
omy, taxed in a uniform, consistent manner. There were piecemeal at-
tempts, but perhaps the lack of bookkeeping methods and of bureau-
cratic determination deterred government from more systematic
means. Instead it relied, for example, on granting monopolistic privi-
leges to merchant guilds in return for fees. Another type of commer-
cial taxation, if it can properly be called such, was the exaction from
wealthy merchants and farmers of forced “loans,” which were gener-
ally not repaid. In the latter part of the period both the bakufu and the
domains had frequent recourse to this method of raising revenues.

Social Problems

As a result of the increasing economic troubles in which government
found itself, it was frequently unable to meet its most important finan-
cial commitment: the paying of warrior stipends. Often the lord solved
his financial problems by passing them on to his retainers. By the end
of the eighteenth century cutting warrior stipends, sometimes by as
much as 50 percent, was common.

Such a solution may have temporarily eased the daimyo’s eco-
nomic problems, but it only added to increasing unrest in the society
he had to govern. By the end of the Tokugawa Period, as a result of
their diminished income, perhaps the majority of samurai lived in
honorable but austere circumstances. Of course samurai income var-
ied greatly between domains. For instance, a Tosa samurai traveling to
Satsuma in late Tokugawa discovered that stipends considered low in
his native Tosa would seem generous in Satsuma. It is clear, however,
that nearly everywhere the number of “upper” samurai, living in com-
fortable circumstances, was small compared to the mass of samurai
who lived in straitened circumstances. The well-being of the upper
strata of the peasant and merchant class was often superior to that of
the ordinary samurai. And this anomaly put a great strain on warrior
loyalty; it was humiliating and contributed to deteriorating morale.

Like the daimyo and the bakufu, the samurai had to take steps to
alleviate his financial difficulty. Many of his measures were makeshift
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and often they were degrading, sorely wounding warrior pri@e. Harc}-
pressed for money, some samurai adopted merchaqt boys into their
family or married their children to the children of their merchant cred—_
itors. Another recourse was to pawn the family armor. Poorer samurai
practiced infanticide to reduce their economic liabilities. A largg num-
ber of the poorer samurai families eked out their inadequate stipends
through cottage industries, such as.the malldng of straw sandals. Qqca—
sionally, by the nineteenth century, some u.npovenshed‘ samurai sim-
ply abandoned their feudal duties, giving up their diminished
stipends in return for a better living as commoners. _ .

We ought not to think of the samurai as umforpnly mugd in
poverty. Not only was there a great deal of differenha"uon within the
class as a whole and considerable regional variation, it is also true tha’f
much of what is referred to as the increasing “poverty” of the samural
was relative. In the case of some members of the warrior class whose
income remained stable, their discontent sprang from unfulﬁllgd
wants, rising expectations, and a feeling of being depr.lved of the fruits
of a growing economy. In other words, for such warriors there was an
element of psychological poverty involved: they felt themselves de-
prived because they were unable to buy commodities that members of
other classes could afford. '

We find a perfect example of growing prosperity among common-
ers in the upper levels of the farming class. The gono (wealthy peas-
ants) were an anomalous group within the Tokugawa cla}ss structure.
Officially, of course, they were peasants and lived in the village, but by
the late Tokugawa Period they were set off from other commoners by
their wealth and power in the countryside. Not only were they often
village headmen and holders of much land, but they were also en-
gaged in a variety of rural commercial enterprises, such as money
lending, sake brewing, textile dyeing, or silk and cotton weaving.
Their investments in land and rural industries enabled them to sup-
port a life-style quite in contrast to their official status. Th%‘ough contri-
butions to their daimyo’s treasury many gained the right to wear
swords, bear surnames, and send their sons to the domain ?cadgmy—
all privileges ordinarily reserved for the warrior.'The social .dlstance
between this group and the samurai was thus rap{dly narrowing, and
the feelings of many aggrieved warriors at such signs of institutional
disintegration and moral decay were summed up by one angry con-
temporary:

Now the most lamentable abuse of the present day among the
peasants is that those who have become wealthy forget.their status
and live luxuriously like city aristocrats. . .. They build [homes]
with the most handsome and wonderful gates, porches, beams, al-
coves, ornamental shelves, and libraries. . . . They themselves wear

SOCIAL PROBLEMS

fine clothes and imitate the ceremonial style of warriors on all

such occasions as weddings, celebrations, and masses for the
dead.3

Class relations were becoming diffuse and difficult to accommo-
date within the rigid class structure established at the outset of the
Tokugawa Period. The spactacle of growing wealth within the com-
moner classes was doubtless evidence to warriors of institutional dis-
integration and of moral decay. Respect for rank and the traditional
virtues of frugality, industry, and modesty seemed jeopardized. On
the other hand, in the biographies of able and wealthy commoners at
the end of the Tokugawa Period, plenty of resentment and frustration
exists over the fact that the Tokugawa system set strict limits on their
social advancement. One finds this particularly among the wealthy
peasants.

Of course not all peasants were as fortunate as the gono. Like the
other classes, there was great disparity of wealth: large numbers of the
peasantry lived at the subsistence level, terribly at the mercy of the vi-
cissitudes of the weather and the market. Famines on a nationwide
scale occurred in the 1720s, the 1780s, and the 1830s as a result of un-
seasonable weather, and not coincidentally waves of peasant uprisings
occurred during the 1780s and the 1830s. Such outbreaks were usually
directed against the wealthy, the moneylenders, and local officials.

- Few aspects of Tokugawa society have been as controversial as the
interpretation of these peasant protests. They increased in number
through the period: in the seventeenth century they averaged five a
year; in the eighteenth century, twelve a year; and from 1800 to 1868,
fifteen a year. Moreover, they became larger, more disorderly, and de-
structive. Many historians discern in these protests “deepening class
conflict between lords and peasants”;4 but Stephen Vlastos, studying
uprisings in northern Japan, found that “collective action took the
form of property smashings and not political action against the ruling
class.” Conflict was within the peasant class as poor peasants turned
their anger not against the samurai or the feudal political structures
but against those closest at hand—the wealthy peasants and village
leaders, who were also landlords, entrepreneurs, and moneylendérs,
whom they held responsible for their distress.>

These riots were the ultimate protest that peasants could make
against unbearable conditions, and though they were often not politi-
cal in intent they held political meaning, for this form of protest was a
specter that any lord might fear in pondering the possibility of increas-
ing the land tax. Nor were the uprisings simply blind outbursts. Often
they had very specific goals, such as the remission of certain taxes, the
removal of a particular official, or the correction of some local abuse.

The peasant disturbances of the 1830s culminated in a series of
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incidents that followed an abortive uprising in Osaka in 1837 led by
Oshio Heihachirs. Oshio was a minor bakufu official who accused his
superiors of callous disregard for the suffering of common people e}nd
plotted an uprising that he hoped would spark other attacks against
the established order. Although fires raged for two days through the
merchant section of the city, the rebellion was easily quelled by bakufu
forces. News of the uprising, however, encouraged others in sur-
rounding provinces. .

Such indications of social strain and discontent have led many his-
torians to write of the “decay of feudalism” and to stress in their de-
scriptions the breakdown of the Tokugawa system. This is of course
valid. But one should also stress growth—a society growing and
changing so markedly that it could no longer be contained within 'the
institutional bounds established by Tokugawa Ieyasu at the beginning
of the period.

Ideological Problems

Social discontent within the samurai class was exacerbated by ideolog-
ical problems that grew out of conflict between the theory and prac?ice
of the Tokugawa system. One such problem concerned the appoint-
ment of officials in the bakufu and han bureaucracies, which according
to widely held principles should have been based on merit. In actual
practice, however, after the early Tokugawa Period appointments
were made mainly on the basis of social rank. With occasional excep-
tions the most important offices went to the higher-ranking samurai,
and frustration over this situation among young, lower-ranking war-
riors became one of the greatest forces for change by the beginning of
the nineteenth century. The historian Sir George Sansom, in fact, wrote
that among all the causes of the anti-Tokugawa movement that led to
the downfall of the bakufu, the most powerful was the ambition of
young samurai. As the status system gradually hardened, official ap-
pointment came to be determined largely by hereditary succession
and social rank. By the end of the Genroku Period, the vested interests
were entrenched.

Among able, lively, lower-ranking young samurai grew a restless
dissatisfaction with the rigidity of the system. They felt unjustly cut off
from positions of power and respect; they favored more freedom of
movement within the hierarchy; and they opposed hereditary re-
straints upon such mobility. Many writers who urged that the ap-
pointment and promotion of officials be based upon merit alone ar-
gued that because of environmental factors ability was to be found
especially among lower warriors. They said that hardship and adver-
sity made for intelligence and character, while the wealth and ease of

IDEOLOGICAL PROBLEMS

upper-level warriors made for foolishness and corruption. Blaming
the hereditary principle for the failures of government, they some-
times wrote thinly veiled attacks upon the daimyo, who, they implied,
were pompous and weak. Despite the implications of these writings,
they were not intended as a revolutionary attack on the system. The
discontented young warriors were dissatisfied not so much with the
system of social hierarchy itself as with their own position in it.

The educational system was partly responsible for the surfacing of
this problem, for it tended to call attention to ability. With the spread of
domain schools from the middle of the Tokugawa Period on, it became
harder to conceal the wide discrepancies between talent demonstrated
in the classroom and official appointment based upon hereditary rank.

Other aspects of Tokugawa ideology also manifested contradic-
tions between theory and practice. Loyalty, for example, was the basic
virtue upon which samurai training and discipline were organized,
but the conditions upon which this key value was based had been ut-
terly transformed during the course of the Tokugawa Period. A pro-
found change in the nature of loyalty and in the relationship between
vassal and lord had taken place. During the Warring States Period and
the early years of Tokugawa rule, loyalty had two important charac-
teristics.

1. Loyalty was conditional. It was based on a bilateral relationship
between the lord and his vassal; the lord absolutely depended upon
the loyalty of his samurai followers in order to maintain his position
and his territory. Without it, his fief would quickly be lost to a neigh-
boring lord. On the other hand, the vassals received in return for their
allegiance a fief or a stipend. The relationship was, therefore, vital and
mutually dependent, and it was conditional upon both sides fulfilling
their functions. When a lord gave signs of weakness, it was not un-
common for vassals to desert him and join a neighboring lord who
might better protect and reward them. There were many cases of
treachery, of vassals overthrowing their lord. Loyalty was therefore a
real, live value—to observe or renounce.

2. Loyalty was also personal. Because power was private, there was
no higher authority (neither government nor law) that could enforce
the relationship. “The lord,” writes Craig, “had no court of appeal be-
yond his own strength should a vassal be disloyal.”® Loyalty in the
Warring States Period was often, Thomas Smith adds, “an intimate, in-
tensely emotional relationship, based in no small part on the personal
qualities of the lord, a relationship which existed between men who
had fought side by side, grieved together at the loss of comrades,
whose safety and families’ safety depended on their keeping the
faith.”7

During the Tokugawa Period the lord-vassal relation underwent a
silent but profound change.
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Lovalty became unconditional. It was now based on a unilateral re-
1ati01ns%1i¥> ; ig/ lost its mutual dependency. With'warfare endfed, ;he lor;i-
no longer needed to worry about the loyalty. of his vgssals, or his pf;fle
tion was guaranteed by the shogunate .and it was virtually 1mposs11 !
for the vassals to leave or overthrow him. The loyalty o/f the vassal, in
other words, was no longer conditional upon the lord’s e'ffectlvgness
as a leader, upon his ability to compensate and protect his r}e\tamtﬁrs.
The samurai, under the Tokugawa sy§tem, could .do‘no .ot e(; ar;
give unquestioning obedience to his daimyo—even if his stipen V;rerd
sharply reduced by his financially trogbled lord (a.measure no lor
would have dared resort to in the Warring St.ates Period). | B

2. Loyalty became impersonal. The relahommp between lord an 1;’fas;1
became distant and formal, drained of much of its emotional content by ;
new circumstances. No longer their leader in war, the lord had less conta
with his retainers. Owing to the alternate attendance system, many dalmljygo
were born and raised in Edo and spent a great part of 'theu'. m;\tur; e
there. For long periods out of personal touch w1th con‘d1t10ns in the ﬁc;;ne
fief, such a lord came to be looked on as an administrative head, sometimes

i a titular leader.
htﬂeére:g;ig;atrll‘teir position was hereditary _u.nder the Tokugawa aindkruc)l
longer depended on their personal abilities, the lords often . ;;lc C1e
qualities of leadership. The inability of gc?vemmer}t to deal w1td }(1)_
mestic and external problems called attention to th1§ pljoblem, and the
daimyo came in for increasing criticism by the begmmng of ttclle nme:
teenth century. The daimyo, one contemporary writer observe Sio'r;
fully, “were brought up by women, where no sound of the 01t1h si e-
world penetrated and not even officials or retainers dared enter; t;re
fore they knew nothing of men and affairs. Whatever nonser'lse1 e;;
spoke was praised as wisdom, every action treated as a muracie O
grace and dexterity. If they played chess or any othe1: game, their 1cc?m—
panions contrived that they won, then threw up their hands,. ng alm;
ing ‘My, how clever the lord is!"”8 Although not typical, criticism 0O
the daimyo as weak, foolish, self-indulge‘n’.c, or incompetent wastex-
pressed with increased frequency as the crisis in the Tokugawa system
dee};f\nt;ise circumstances one can discern among warriqrs a 1ong1n§:
for a more satisfying form of loyalty. For however .much it was belre
of its former emotional significance, loyalty was still a primary va ule.
Every samurai boy internalized it as he grew up. Yet it was scar(ie y
fulfilling to give loyalty to one whose ab1.11t1es and character wecrle eIss
than peerless or who appeared to be a distant unconcerned lea er. 3
fact what seems to have occurred was that loyalty asa Yalue rerpamed
strong but, as the lord became a more remote f{fgure, it Was (;11rec”te
more and more toward the han itself—a kind of “han nat1onal1§m, ?s
Craig has called it. Or, to put it another way, loyalty was now given to

ALTERNATIVE VISIONS

the lord less because he was an admired individual leader than be-
cause he was a symbol of the han.

This transformation in the nature of loyalty helped to prepare the
way for modern nationalism. Because loyalty was no longer closely
tied to an individual but was rather directed toward the governmental
unit with which warriors identified (i.e., their han), when Commodore
Matthew C. Perry arrived and created the foreign crisis that threat-
ened the nation, consciousness of belonging to Japan was heightened.
Loyalty was rather quickly shifted from the han to the nation. Signs of
growing national consciousness were, in fact, everywhere on the liter-
ary scene in the late Tokugawa Period. An awakened interest in the
national tradition was apparent in the curriculum of many domain

schools, which encouraged knowledge of Japan’s past as a useful addi-
tion to Confucian studies.

Alternative Visions

The late Tokugawa Period was increasingly a world out of joint. It was
pervaded by a sense of malaise, disarray, and failed expectations.9 As
the effectiveness of time-honored institutions eroded, their underlying
concepts of authority and legitimacy lost the capacity to command un-
questioning acceptance. As we have seen, institutions were under-
mined not simply by decay and decline. Life was becoming increas-
ingly complex and diverse in ways that made the Tokugawa system
less viable and satisfying. “The explosion of new forms of knowledge
in late Tokugawa Japan was increasingly difficult to assimilate to the
categories of the existing political system.”*® The sense of a unified
and intact realm weakened, and one can discern a longing for a new
basis of social solidarity and a restoration of order.

We may say that Japan experienced a cultural crisis in the last
decades of Tokugawa rule that gave rise to alternative visions of order
at all levels of society. New concepts of governance, new sources of
moral values, and new religions appeared and offered solutions to the
troubles of the time.

National learning or nativism (kokugaku) was one of the most im-
portant new visions to arise at this time. It began in the eighteenth
century as a literary movement devoted to the study of Japan’s an-
cient classics written prior to China’s enormous cultural influence.
Nativist scholars wanted to sort out what in Japanese culture was
uniquely Japanese from what had been imported to understand better
the distinctiveness of Japanese values and aesthetics. The key figure
was Motoori Norinaga (1730-1801), a brilliant and complex thinker
whom the literary historian Donald Keene regards as perhaps the
greatest scholar Japan has produced. His most celebrated work was a
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study of the Kojiki, Japan's carliest historical work, which he consid-
ered

i igation i e Way of ancient Japan. The Kojiki was not
?)rrldm:es:c%2211()tzx1tr,lt‘t(>)utthconta¥ned the most reliable infqrmatiqn on
hov}\lr the Japanese behaved befo?e being infec.ted thytlh [CS}}\:lrI\letsée]
ideas. .. . The purely Japanese virtues—worship of the e
gods and of their descendant, the emperor—were contraste

the superficial, meretricious reasoning Of the Chinese and of

Japanese infatuated with Chinese thought.™

Motoori rejected the secular rationalisn} of Confucian phllosoplhy] aam;i_
sought a pristine Japanese spirit in ancient poetry ar;i in Pt"lifszsc }1\;)01_
nese prose works such as The Tale of Genjt. He a.nd other natr e
ars believed that the introduction of Confu.c1‘ams¥n mt;)1 Japan ad cor
rupted the pure and spontaneous spmtu.aht_y the p;e{op @ hed
possessed when worshipping ]apan’,s own Shintd de1t.1es. ee

aged greater understanding of Japan's cultural essence:

I suggest that one first cleanse onesg]f of any defﬂgcih nohzr;id(;;\e
may have acquired from reading Chinese texts, an en,t o £gf
fast to one’s pristine Japanese heart, study our ancient trex V\s] t}.lat
one does this, one will automatically learn about the Way

should be adopted and practiced. To know these things is to adopt
and practice the Way of the Gods.*

Embedded in the literary studies of the nativist schol;;s w;s i'lliell:
i i i i litical implications. Though St 24~
ious dimension with profound po '

%ent these implications could be subversive of t‘he .Tok'uga}wa syséte.trr;
bece’mse nativism drew attention to the imperial institution an 11_
mythical, divine origins and dismissed the secular Confucmn rationa f
isr}; that ,was an important part of the Tokugawa ideology- As one O

Motoori's poems asserted:

How vain it is

For the men of China

To discuss the reason of things
When they know not the reason
Of the miraculous.™

i i ligion focused
Nativism could provide the basis for a Japanese religl ed
on theaEmperor, who was descended from the greatest dlelty of antiq
ddess Amaterasu. It was left for Motoonls fol%qwerls.;,
i the political imphi-
ially Hirata Atsutane (1776-1843), to draw qut j
ii%ii: o}; a national faith. Under their influence, it sprea.d to the coun,c
tryside where the religious dimension of nativist tgachmgs had grea\dl
agpeal. Hirata’s focus on the Shintd god of procreation was welcome

uity, the sun go
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by the upper peasantry because it invested agrarian life with spiritual
meaning. Moreover, the notion that they were subjects of the divine
Emperor with an obligation to serve him gave them a new sense of the
importance of their social standing.

Another new stream of thought that posed a challenge to the
Tokugawa establishment was the Mito School. Like nativism it be-
spoke an increasing national consciousness in the late Tokugawa
decades. In the coastal domain of Mito, north of Edo, a massive schol-
arly project devoted to the study of Japanese history, conducted for
generations, called attention to the central timeless role of the imperial
institution “as the embodiment, mystic or symbolic, of Japanese soci-
ety and nationhood.”*# According to the Mito writers, all elements of
the nation, each in its appropriate role in the hierarchy, were responsi-
ble for fulfilling their moral obligations to the Emperor. When disor-
der occurred in Chinese society, Confucian theory held that the Em-
peror had lost his Mandate of Heaven and could be removed. But in
Japan the Emperor was divine, “one with Heaven,” and therefore
could never be overthrown. Instead, the Mito School stressed, it was
the bakufu and the domains that must show reverence and uphold
their mandate to rule by protecting the population from hardship. Just
as nativism had given rise to a national faith, so the Mito School with
its emphasis on the Emperor’s divine nature gave government a reli-
gious basis and “signified the inseparability of worship, ceremony and
governance.”*> :

The nativist and Mito schools of thought implied clear challenges
to the bakufu ideology and harbored potentially dangerous implica-
tions for the bakufu, especially if the bakufu was unable to gain con-
trol of the problems it faced. Even more striking evidence of the crisis
of values, however, was the emergence of new religions with large fol-
lowings among the common people of the cities and villages. The late
Tokugawa Period proved to be one of the great seedtimes of Japanese
popular religion. Historically, new religious cults tend to appear at
times when unusual anxiety and economic hardship undermine long-
accepted beliefs. Among the lower classes of the late Tokugawa Period
numerous new sects sprang up with eclectic but basically Shinto
teachings. The best known of these new religions was Tenrikyo
(Teachings of Heavenly Truth), founded in 1838 by a peasant woman
from a village near Nara. Like so many of the new sects, it promised
salvation, peace, faith healing, and the comforting.embrace of a new
community of believers.

This new religious zeal, which represented a search for divine as-
sistance and relief and for new forms of community, was not intended
to have a political purpose. Nevertheless, as a leading authority on this
phenomenon writes, “the new popular religions offered an
ideal . . . that transcended the authority of the contemporary feudal
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system.”16 These became years of popular ygarning for wqud renew'ail
(yonaoshi) expressed not only in the new sfaiths but also in mass pl:c
grimages to religious sites such as the sun goddess’s Grand Shrine a
i tral Japan.
e n;x;etﬁese iltirnative visions of govemance'an.d values bggan to ap-
pear, the bakufu’s problems clearly were not 11m1ted to soc1f;11 and gcoi
nomic issues but were also found in the erosion of the ideologica
foundations of Tokugawa rule. The Tokugawa class system and th.e
justification of the hierarchy of bakufu, lords, and samurai to 1Tule s‘,oc%-
ety had been based on faith in a natural order, ba'sed‘ on cosmic princi-
ples derived from the teachings of the sages. But in light of the ineffec-
tiveness of samurai government, a suspicion .that the Tokugawa order,
far from being sanctioned by changelesg, principles rooted in na;utf’
might actually be an anachronism crept into the works of some o s e
most thoughtful and creative intellectuals of fhe late Toku‘g'awaf }vf-
riod. It gave rise to what Tetsuo Najita calls “the moral crisis of the
ristocracy.”*7 B
TOkligta:;\z aend of t}):e eighteenth century a new stream of political
thought concerned with the economic prob'lems of government
emerged. These writings implied that the ‘surv1v:‘a1 of the Tokugawi
system must depend on its effectiveness in solving thg problems 1f
faced and protecting the livelihood of the people. The writers, some o
them from the merchant class, departed from abstract notions qf eyhics
as the basis of governing and, instead, formulafgd new principles
based on an economic view of politics. These P(_)htical econ‘omlsts,. as
we may call them, discussed the failings of pohtlcal‘ leaders in dealing
with matters of money, trade, and credit. “Economic kr}owledge, they
asserted, was fundamental to politics, the art of ‘ordering and sav1r111g
the people’; for this reason, merchants and F)ther’f:%mmoners -.-oug t
to take part in the process of governance itself.”*® The re'v_oluhonary
poténtial of such thoughts is obvious. As one of thes‘e Pohhcal econo-
mists, Honda Toshiaki, wrote in 1798: “Whose faglt is it that the peo-
ple starve and good fields turn to waste? These ev11§ cannot be l?lamec}
on laziness or disloyalty [in the people] but are owing to thelcrlmes 0
the rulers. When I think of this I forget myself and breathe ‘Heaven'’s
punishment comes too slowly!””*9

Movements for Reform in Government

To deal with the mounting difficulties of government, reform move-
ments were initiated within the shogunate and many c?f Fhe domains.
Generalizing about these movements is exceedmgly difficult because
the measures taken and the successes achieved varied greatly.
Generally, however, we may distinguish two main strands of re-

MOVEMENTS FOR REFORM IN GOVERNMENT

formist thinking. The first and dominant one was what we may call
the fundamentalist approach, whose main purpose was to restore the
fundamental or “purer” conditions of the early Tokugawa Period. Ide-
alizing a purely agrarian economy, this approach sought in various
ways to suppress or at least restrain the growing power of the mer-
chant class. It stressed retrenchment in government and revival of the
moral values of simplicity, austerity, and frugality. It was character-
ized by heavy reliance on sumptuary edicts, seeking to limit and cur-
tail consumption. Only occasionally did this approach try to increase
the income of government, and when it did it tended to be through a
time-honored method, such as land reclamation. Some of the more ex-
treme proponents of the fundamentalist school urged return of the
samurai to the countryside, relocating them in the villages where they
would be away from the corrupting influences of the towns. It was ex-
pected not only that the morale of the samurai would thereby be
raised, but that the function of the castle town merchants would like-
wise be weakened.

The other approach to reform may be called the realist school be-
cause it accepted the growing commercialization of the economy and
urged the authorities to adjust to it, not deny it. The realists agreed
that the warrior class could not continue to stand aloof from and dis-
dain financial matters. They urged a reorientation in Tokugawa think-
ing, a recognition that trade could be productive and that government
could profit from the commercial segments of the economy. The realist
school urged government to encourage the production of capital
wealth and to use its political power to establish state enterprises and
monopoly organizations. Some of its more extreme proponents urged
abandonment of the seclusion policy and revival of foreign trade as a
means of bringing wealth to Japan. The latter argument aroused bitter
opposition, but the proposals for state-sponsored trade and industry
were accepted to an increasing degree by the shogunate and many do-
main governments.

Some of the reform attempts by the bakufu and the han bureaucra-
cies were a mixture of these two approaches, but most leaned toward
fundamentalism and achieved only limited success. As Bolitho writes,
“A wholehearted swing to innovation was rare. Much more usual was
a blend, sometimes. even a contradictory blend, of the novel with the
traditional.”2° The bakufu had made several efforts at reform, but the
wave of peasant uprisings in the 1830s and Oshio’s spectacular rebel-
lion in Osaka in 1837, which set fires raging through the merchant
quarters and brought bakufu troops to subdue the rebels, gave notice
that the problems of government were far from solved.

The final effort of the shogunate to deal with these problems, prior
to the intervention of the foreigners, came in the reforms of the early
1840s. The leading figure of the bakufu in this period was Mizuno
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Tadakuni, who rose in 1841 to leadership in the Council of Elders, the
shogunate’s controlling administrative organ, and took charge of this
last concerted reform program. His reforms leaned toward the funda-
mentalist approach, relying heavily on sumptuary legislation and, in
addition, attempting to disband merchant associations and to stem the
flow of immigrants into Edo from the countryside. Such traditionalis-
tic reforms failed, for they treated the symptoms rather than the root
causes of bakufu distress.

Japan’s economy and society were far too changed and too dy-
namic to be pressed back into the mold of early Tokugawa institu-
tions. The failure of Mizuno’s reform program gave added support to
the contention of realist reform thinkers that a comprehensive change
in the political structure of the country was necessary, so that institu-
tions might be adjusted to the changed conditions of the society and
economy.
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