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The new government aimed to make Japan a democratic 
state with equality among all its people. The boundaries 
between the social classes of Tokugawa Japan were 
gradually broken down. Consequently, the samurai were 
the big losers of those social reforms since they lost all 
their privileges. The reforms also included the 
establishment of human rights such as religious freedom 
in 1873. After about one to two decades of intensive 
westernization, a revival of conservative and nationalistic 
feelings took place: principles of Confucianism and 
Shinto including the worship of the emperor were 
increasingly emphasized and taught at educational 
institutions.

In order to transform the agrarian economy of Tokugawa 
Japan into a developed industrial one, many Japanese 
scholars were sent abroad to study Western science and 
languages, while foreign experts taught in Japan. The 
transportation and communication networks were 
improved by means of large governmental investments. 
The government also directly supported the prospering 
of businesses and industries, especially the large and 
powerful family businesses called zaibatsu.

On the political sector, Japan received its first European 
style constitution in 1889. A parliament, the Diet was 
established while the emperor kept sovereignty: he stood 
at the top of the army, navy, executive and legislative 
power. The ruling clique, however, kept on holding the 
actual power, and the able and intelligent emperor Meiji 
agreed with most of their actions.

Conflicts of interests in Korea between China and Japan 
led to the Sino-Japanese War in 1894-95. Japan defeated 
China, received Taiwan, but was forced by Russia, France 
and Germany to return other territories.

New conflicts of interests in Korea and Manchuria, this 
time between Russia and Japan, led to the Russo-
Japanese War in 1904-05. The Japanese army also won 
this war gaining territory and finally some international 
respect. In 1912 emperor Meiji died, and the era of the 
ruling clique of elder statesmen (genro) was about to end.

he and his successors had practically no rivals anymore, 
and peace prevailed throughout the Edo period. 
Therefore, the warriors (samurai) were educating 
themselves not only in the martial arts but also in 
literature, philosophy and the arts, e.g. the tea ceremony.

In 1633, shogun Iemitsu forbade travelling abroad and 
almost completely isolated Japan in 1639 by reducing the 
contacts to the outside world to very limited trade 
relations with China and the Netherlands in the port of 
Nagasaki. In addition, all foreign books were banned. 
Despite the isolation, domestic trade and agricultural 
production continued to improve. During the Edo 
period and especially during the Genroku era (1688 - 
1703), popular culture flourished. New art forms like 
kabuki and ukiyo-e became very popular especially 
among the townspeople.

The most important philosophy of Tokugawa Japan was 
Neo-Confucianism, stressing the importance of morals, 
education and hierarchical order in the government and 
society: A strict four class system existed during the Edo 
period: at the top of the social hierarchy stood the 
samurai, followed by the peasants, artisans and 
merchants. The members of the four classes were not 
allowed to change their social status. Outcasts, people 
with professions that were considered impure, formed a 
fifth class. In 1720, the ban of Western literature was 
cancelled, and several new teachings entered Japan from 
China and Europe (Dutch Learning).

Meiji Period (1868 - 1912) 

In 1867/68, the Tokugawa era found an end in the Meiji 
Restoration. The emperor Meiji was moved from Kyoto 
to Tokyo which became the new capital; his imperial 
power was restored. Like other subjugated Asian nations, 
the Japanese were forced to sign unequal treaties with 
Western powers. These treaties granted the Westerners 
one-sided economical and legal advantages in Japan. In 
order to regain independence from the Europeans and 
Americans and establish herself as a respected nation in 
the world, Meiji Japan was determined to close the gap 
to the Western powers economically and militarily. 
Drastic reforms were carried out in practically all areas.
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Early Japan (until 710) 

During the Jomon Period (13000 BC to 300 BC), 
the inhabitants of the Japanese islands were 
gatherers, fishers and hunters. Jomon is the name of 
the era's pottery.

During the Yayoi Period (300 BC to 300 AD), the 
rice culture was imported into Japan around 100 BC. 
With the introduction of agriculture, social classes 
started to evolve, and parts of the country began to 
unite under powerful land owners. Chinese travellers 
during the Han and Wei dynasties reported that a 
queen called Himiko (or Pimiku) reigned over Japan 
at that time. The Yayoi period brought also the 
introduction of iron and other modern ideas from 
Korea into Japan. Again, its pottery gave the period 
its name.

By the beginning of the Kofun Period (300 - 538), a 
center of power had developed in the fertile Kinai 
plain, and by about 400 AD the country was united 
as Yamato Japan with its political center in and 
around the province of Yamato (about today's Nara 
Prefecture). The period's name comes from the large 
tombs (kofun) that were built for the political 
leaders of that era. Yamato Japan extended from 
Kyushu to the Kinai plain, but did not yet include 
the Kanto, Tohoku and Hokkaido.

The emperor was ruler of Yamato Japan and resided 
in a capital that was moved frequently from one city 
to another. However, the Soga clan soon took over 
the actual political power, resulting in a system in 
which most of the emperors only acted as the 
symbol of the state and performed Shinto rituals.

During the Asuka Period (538-710), the influence 
from the mainland increased strongly thanks to 
friendly relations to the kingdom of Kudara (or 
Paikche) on the Korean peninsula. Buddhism was 
introduced to Japan in the year 538 or 552 and was 
promoted by the ruling class. Prince Shotoku is said 
to have played an especially important role in 
promoting Chinese ideas.

He also wrote the Constitution of Seventeen Articles 
about moral and political principles. The theories of 
Confucianism and Taoism, as well as the Chinese writing 
system had also been introduced to Japan by then.

In 645, Nakatomi no Kamatari started the era of the 
Fujiwara clan that was to last until the rise of the 
military class (samurai) in the 11th century. In the same 
year, the Taika reforms were realized: A new government 
and administrative system was established after the 
Chinese model. All land was bought by the state and 
redistributed equally among the farmers in a large land 
reform in order to introduce the new tax system that 
was also adopted from China.

Nara and Heian Periods (710 - 1185) 

In the year 710, the first permanent Japanese capital was 
established in Nara, a city modelled after the Chinese 
capital. Large Buddhist monasteries were built in the 
new capital. The monasteries quickly gained such strong 
political influence that, in order to protect the position 
of the emperor and central government, the capital was 
moved to Nagaoka in 784, and finally to Heian (Kyoto) 
in 794 where it would remain for over one thousand 
years.

One characteristic of the Nara and Heian periods is a 
gradual decline of Chinese influence which, 
nevertheless, remained strong. Many of the imported 
ideas were gradually "Japanized". In order to meet 
particular Japanese needs, several governmental offices 
were established in addition to the government system 
which was copied after the Chinese model, for example. 
In the arts too, native Japanese movements became 
increasingly popular. The development of the Kana 
syllables made the creation of actual Japanese literature 
possible. Several new Buddhist sects that were imported 
from China during the Heian period, were also 
“Japanized".

The Fujiwara family controlled the political scene of the 
Heian period over several centuries through strategic 
intermarriages with the imperial family and by 

occupying all the important political offices in Kyoto 
and the major provinces. The power of the clan 
reached its peak with Fujiwara Michinaga in the year 
1016. After Michinaga, however, the ability of the 
Fujiwara leaders began to decline, and public order 
could not be maintained. Many land owners hired 
samurai for the protection of their properties. That is 
how the military class became more and more 
influential, especially in Eastern Japan.

Kamakura Period (1192 - 1333) 

The Zen sect is introduced. Minamoto Yoritomo is 
appointed shogun and establishes the Kamakura 
government. The Jokyu Disturbance ends a struggle 
between Kamakura and Kyoto resulting in the 
supremacy of the Hojo regents in Kamakura. A legal 
code, the Joei Shikimoku, is promulgated. The 
Mongols try to invade Japan twice, but fail mainly 
because of bad weather conditions. The Kamakura 
bakufu falls.

Muromachi Period (1333 - 1573) 

Portuguese introduce firearms and Christianity to 
Japan. 

Azuchi-Momoyama Period (1573 - 1603) 

Japan is reunited after the fall of Odawara (Hojo). 
Unsuccessful invasion of Korea.

Edo Period (1603 - 1867) 

Tokugawa Ieyasu was the most powerful man in Japan 
after Hideyoshi had died in 1598. In 1603, Ieyasu was 
appointed Shogun by the emperor and established his 
government in Edo (Tokyo). The Tokugawa shoguns 
continued to rule Japan for a remarkable 250 years. 
Ieyasu continued to promote foreign trade. He 
established relations with the English and the Dutch. 
On the other hand, he enforced the suppression and 
persecution of Christianity from 1614 on. After the 
destruction of the Toyotomi clan in 1615 when Ieyasu 
captured Osaka Castle,


