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THE MYTH OF THE SAMURAI

Harpld Bolitho

In the popuiar imagination Japan and the samurai are often
SYNCNyous. The samural were--so the stereotypé goes-—-the finest
fiower of Japanese civilization, a class of professionai fighting men
devoted to the awesome ethical principies of their bushidd code,
totally loyal to their masters, indifferent to physical discomfort,
ignorant of fear, and casually accepting of death, if not positively
welcoming it. Apart from their masters--s0 the stereotype
continues--the samuraj cared for nothing save - their reputation; to
preserve or to salvage these all stood ready to take their own lives
in the most painful way--by disembowelment.

This is the image, and its imprint lies heavily on Japan--in films
{where Mifune Toshirp is the archetype), on television, in the warrior
epics of mediaeval Japan no less than in their degenerate successors,
today's multi-volume historical novels, The footsteps of the samurai
eche, too, in mast Japanese museums and art galleries, through room
after room of armour, grotesque in. its elaborate decoration, and of
swordblades, polished to a chilling radiance. In Japanese art, too,
the samurai lcoms equally large, whether in scrolls of the thirteenth
and “fourteenth centuries, the screems of the seventeenth, or the
masterly prints of Kuniyoshi in the nineteenth.

In the West, too, it has become an image of peculiar power,
serving to define the past, the present,and even the future of an
entire people. It s wvirtually obligatory for every television
documentary, every popular book on the Pacific MWar, every encomium
upon the Japanese miracie or Japanese management, to dwell upon the
samurai heritage--sometimes Tovingly, sometimes accusingly--as the
source of every real or supposed Japanese characteristic: savagery and
fanaticism on the one hand, and industry and obedience to authorfty on
the other. Bushidb, the code of the samurai, wouid seem to lie at the
very core of the Japanese psyche, geperating all manner of
extra-ordinary phenomena, from war crimes to aconomic growth.

1n modern Western terms, it is not an altogether attractive image,
emphasizing as it does irrationality, violence, and the extinction of
self. Devotees of the martial arts can--and obvicusly do--find some
charm in it, but its strikes most of us, I imagire, as forbiddingly
remote and alien--so0 alien, indeed, that people with any first-hand
experiance of Japan find it difffcult to take seriousiy. The notion
that the Japanese are constantly and eternally motivated by instincts,
training and ethics of the kind popularly ascribed to the samurai is
hilariously inaccurate at best, and at worst racist and defamatory.
For cne thing, there is far too much variety in Japanese 1ife to
encourage such gross stereotypes. For another, the samurai of the
popular imagination is a myth. He never existed. You can see him in
books (often lavishiy illustrated, often written by those who should
know better}, you cam see him in films, you can see him in prints,
plays, novels and museums, but you cannot see him in history, and that
is where it really matters. The samurai as he is revealed in Japanese
history, was very, very different from the myth.

What was he 1ike? Well, the short answer would be that he changed
very much over time. He was, after all, in existence in Japan for the



best part of a thousand years, and it can hardly be expected that he
would be able to remain aloof from developments around him. Indeed he
went through a number of permutations--from unlettered bully-boy to
squire to urbane guardee, or from part-time semi-professional to
full-time professional, or from a servant of civil government to a
participant in a military one. Such transitions make general fzation
difficult. So too does Japanese topography, which encouraged the most
extreme Jocal wvarifations. It is wirtually impossibie to find a
plausible formula to cover all samuraj at any given time, let alone
across & millennium of change. TWonethéless, since distilling genera-
lizations from the past is a major part of the historian's business,
we have to try. For convenience, therefore, I shall discuss the
historical {as distinct from the stereotypical} samurai in two stages,
comparing him in either case aganist the constifuent elements of the
samuraf myth--to see whether he was a professional fighting man, to
what extent he was dominated by 2 distinct code of ethics, how loyal
he was, how indifferent to discomfort, how obiivious to fear, and how
careless of death.

First, then, to deal with the bully-boy period of samuraf history,
which can be dated fafrly roughly at one end, to around the ninth
century, and fairly specificaily at the other, to around 1580. It was
during these eight hundred years that the samurai were at their most
active--a period overshadowed by wars of one sort or another, whether
struggles for central control,! for local control,2Z for religious
supremancy, 3 for law and order,? or plain, old-fashiored local
quarrals and vendettas. Throw in the defense against the Mongo!
invastons of 1274 and 1281, and you have a period in which samurai
were constantly fighting, getting ready to fight, or recuperating from
having fought. At the same time they were in the process of
displacing what remained of Japan's c¢ivil ogovermment, and then

disputing among themselves with some ferocity for the right to replace
it.

Samurai were undenfably at thefr most wariike during these
centuries, and therefore, I suppose, to that extent approximated quite
well to the stereotype. 1In all other respects, however, they did not.
To begin with, they were not actuaily a cleariy-defined c¢lass.
Recruitment into their ranks was open to anyone with the necessary
attributes--strength, skiils with weapons, and a willingness to use
these to intimidate or to overpower others. Local warlords, under a
variety of titles, were always ready to welcome willing bodyguards
without asking too many questions about family origins or personal
background, for there was a lot of work such men could do--frigntening
farmers into paying taxes or travellers into paying tolls, preying
upon the estates of neighbouring warlords, and discouraging them from
retaliating in turn. In a period in which there was littie stable and
effective central govermment, such bully-boys were obviously
necessary, but they were hardly a class.

Nor were they totally professional. They were, of course, paid for
what they did, whether by grants of land {in the case of those with
what more responsible positions) or rations (for the spear-carriers),
but most men would have been semi-professional at best. The early
samerai was very much a local figure, and tied very closely to
agricuiture, either managing his estates or ti1ling the soil himself
and, except from emergencies, fighting only in the off-seascn.
Perhaps for this reason, therefore, Fighting men saw no great reason
to differentiate themselves from the rest of the community, so

produced no formal code of ethics to suggest that they were different
fram, or better than, amybody else. That came much later. Of course,
fighting was not an unusual occurrence, and the literature they
deveioped--military epics 1like the HGgen Mcnogatari, the Heiji
Monogatari and the Heike Monogatari, aTi products of the thirteenth
century--tended to be about fighting, Such works generally originated
in the songs of minstrels who would take their Jutes from place to
piace and sing of the gallartry of men rather Tike those who made up
their audience. Mritten down and tidied up, such songs formed the
backbone of Japanese mediaeval prose, and they have--despite their
intrinsically bloody subject matter--a good deal of power, as they
describe acts of great heroism, of indifference to one‘s own
sufferings and death, and compassion for the sufferings and dealths of
others.

But there was no self-conscious military code--no Bushidi--and one
iooks for signs of it in vain even in the fiction.” In the actual
historical documents of this period to 1580, indeed, a totally
different picture of the samurai emerges. Typically, he appears not
as a man obsessed with death and preoccupied with honour, but instead
as someone very much more earth-bound.5 A look at the nature of the
documents is engugh--grants of Jand, complaints about grants of Jand,
lawsuits about grants of land, and reguests for more grants of land;
these are accompanied by tax registers, lawsuits about taxes,
complaints about taxes, and requests for shares of tax dividends. It
is not really too difficult from evidenceof this sort to piece
together just what samurai were really interested in: land. Land
meant crops, which fn turn meant taxes, which meant wealth {efther in
cash or kind), and this in turn meant greater military security, and
greater physical comfert. They were quite as materialistic about this
as any squatter or cattle-baron, and whem they went to war they
usually did so for land. It was hunger for land, not glory, which
kept mediaeval Japar in such an uproar,

For that matter loyalty does not seem to have been a major
consideration either, 1f all samurai in the years between 800 and
1580 had remained steadfast and True o their masters there would not
have been nearly sc much fighting., In fact they changed sides as
often as it suited them, tempering {if not overwhelming) their
Toyalties with a stiff measure of calculation, and making treachery
Jjust as much a feature of the period as constancy. The military epics
show no shortage of traitors and desertes, which was really just as
well, If every samurai had gome into battle determined to win, or to
die in the attempt, many would have destroyed themselves rather
quickly, since one would be entitled to assume at the very least a 50
percent casualty rate in every equal engagement. Obviously this did
not happen. What did happen, as can be seen in the genealeqy of any
warrior family, is service t0 a whole succession of different masters,
each gne deserted in turn for someone more promising, They may not
have been loyal, but they were certainly not stupid.

Of course, they all claimed to be incredibly brave. That much
goes without saying. In this, they were perhaps no different from old
soldiers anywhere. But at Xemneth Butler has sugggs.‘l:a-d,6 it seems
Tikely that the episodes of spectacular heroism were all too often the
products of minstrelsy, not of the battlefield. After all, it is not
easy to make an exciting story of 2 group of cautious men all too
ready to change sides. There is another aspect of this, too. It is
impossible, at this distance, to determine how men behaved in battle




50 long ago, but the twentieth century has provided a good deal more
data for an objective assessment of battiefield behaviour. This tends
to suggest that, apart from the occasional case of someons actually
gcing berserk--in the manner of Cuchulain, or the Incredible Hulk--the
normal reaction to battle s not to fight unless necessary to effect
an escape, or unless one is under the scrutiny of a small group of men
capable of making or breaking one's reputation.? COtherwise one avoids
it. Brigadier S5,L. Marshall, of the U.S. Army, whe has made a study
of battiefield behaviour, has calculated that of every three men
carrying a rifle into battle, only one will every be able to nerve
himself to pull the trigger.8

The samurai of the early period, therefore, would not seem to
accord too well with the popular stereotype. Most of them were not
realiy professionais: their code of ethics was, to say the Teast,
elastic; they were probably as interested in survival as anybody else;
and tney were certainly--to judge from their obsession with land and
taxes--not indifferant to this world's goods.

What then of the second periced, from 1580 to the 1870s a period
virtually synonymous with the rule of the Tokugawa family, from which
sprang every shlgun between 1603 and 18687 In a great many ways the
Tokugawa period was the high point of the samurai society, to such an
extent that when we picture samurai in our mind s eye--with top-knot,
two swords, and a formal kamishimo costume--it is the samuyrai of this
period that we see. The most elaborate suits of armour, 1ike the most
imposing castles, are all the products of these centuries, The
Tokugawa period, in fact, was a time of almost total samurai
dominance; they dominated government, they dominated society, they
dominated city 1ife,. they dominated education, They also dominated
cultural 1ife, providing most of the painters, most of the poets, most
of the playwrights, and almost all the philosophers, mathematicians
and botanists. In a population of some thirty million, the samurai
would perhaps have numbered as many as 300,000, every one of Them in
service to one or another of Tokugawa Japan's 260-odd overlords,
either the shBgun himself or one of the provincial barons. There was
no government apart from them, no laws but what they devised, and no
order save what they imposed.

How closely did these samurai, then, conform to the popular myth?
They answer is: Not very weli--in fact even less than their bully-boy
predecessors. It is of course true that in the Tokugawa pericd they
came far cigser to being a professional military class than they ever
had before. In the 15805 a number of government policiesd set in
train a course of events which, in many parts of Japan, was to result
in the end of the part-time samurai, and the appearance, in his piace,
of an hereditary caste of salaried city-dwellers, traine¢ and educated
to their profession as never before. The problem was that, with a
Vargely-professional, largely-distinct class of warriors, nobody did
any fighting. After the fall of Osaka castle in 1615, and the
crushing of the Shimabara revolt in 1638, Japan saw no war until the
1860s--a total of more than twe centuries of peace. Samurai military
functions were now limited to guard duty (%o keep up appearances), to
some police work {in which capacity they were reguired to put down the
occasional agrarian disturbance), and--less and less freguently, since
it was expensive--to military manoeuvres of a sort, usually disguised
as hunting parties. The f{romy of the situation {5 cbvious: a
professional samurail class all dressed up with nowhere to go. Before
long there i5 fne Tnevitable transition from a military class which

does mot fight, to one which camnet fight. Peace, and life in the
suburhs, very soon transformed them into ordinary civil servants whose
top-knots and swords served much the same function as the bowler hat
and the furled umbreila. Coupled with fixed or shrinking incomes, and
pising commodity prices, the result was demoralization, symbolized by
the pawhing of weapons and armour.10 .

Indeed, many apparentiy found it difficult to survive as full-time
camurai, and it was common to find men cbliged to supplement their

TRCOmes in some way--borrowing money from meneyienders, or course, but

also offering instructien in some academic or artistic discipline, or
growing vegetables, or making nhandicraft objects--doing anything, in
fact, to bring in the money needed to keep up appearances, or even 1o
sustain life. Watanabe Kazan's experience would not have been all
that uncommon. Despite his high vank, and what--at Teast on
paper--seems like a good salary, he was as wretched as anybody else,
complaining fn 1828 that “1 am poor and hungry, and painting is my~
enly means of escape; if I fail to paint an any particular day, then I
am that much poorer”.ll

It is also true that the code of samurai ethics known as "Bushidd”
developed in the Tokugawa period; the very team bushide does not
appear until the sevenfeenth century so in this senSe also the years
1580-1870's might seem to actord most with the samurai myth. But it
is no accident that in an age of peace samurai snould have begun to
sit down and ponder over their calling. ~For one thing, they now had
the time. For another, as a demoraiized, Targely penurious class of
bureaucrats, they needed more than ever the coensolation of an ideal,
particularly one which assertad--all -evidence to the contrary--that
they were ready and willing to fight and die at any time. They were
also undoubtediy uneasy about their privileged status; their salaries
may have been inadequate, but they drew them anyway, irrespective of
ability or usefulpess, and that is very much more than could be said
for the other ninety percent of the population. So of course they
felt compelled to justify their prerogatives, and they did so in two
ways--first, by glorifying the past in an effort to show how brave
their ancestors were--and by extension, how brave they were alsg. The
seventeenth century cbsession with genealogies came from this impulse.
Second, they began to compile ethical maxims and complicated sets of
instructions appropriate to situations which had not arisen for
generations--how to cut off an enemy's head, for exampie, or what to
do if taken prisoner (“assume an innocent expression,” says one
manyal.}l2 The more distant the military past, the more eager samurai
were to call attention to it, and pretend to be as ready as they every
were. -

One of the acknowledged classics of this BushidG tradition is the
work known as Hagakure, 2 product of the early ©ighteentn century,
Since it typifies so much of what most people think of as the samurai
cede, it 15 worth quoting some passages from it by way of
i1lustration. It §s a work very much concerned with appearances; “In
Bushidg", it says, “you must want to take precedence over others in
averything .... To show how brave he is, a samurai should throw out
his chest and act 1ike the Dravest mam in the land...." This attitude
extends even down the most minute areas of human behaviour: "it is
not seemly to yawn in public; the yawn can be stopped if you rub‘your
forehead. 1f you do not do this, you should manage to conceal 1t_by
Yicking your lips, keeping them ciosed, or by hiding your mouth with
your sieeve. It is just the same with speezing, too; a man Tooks 1ike
a fool when he sneezes".l3
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Obwiously appearances are f{mportant, so equally obviously this
work originates at a time when people have the leisure, and the
incentive, to worry about such thinas. In this case, the main
character in the book, a retired samurai called Yamamoto Tsunetoma,
takes his obsession still further, observing how essential it is that
a samurai going into battle should so bedizern himself with Jipstick
and rouge that he is certain to make the very handsomest of corpses.
It is, of course, equally essential in this grim work that a samurai
gaing into battle should be determined to die, since that is the very
best things a samurai can evar do. “Samurai® he asserts, "should
welcome battle; 1t would be am intolerable agony to die in one's
sieep, because this s unworthy of a true samurai®. Prudence,
therefore, is to be avoided, since one can expeéct no acts of bravery
from a prudent man. On the contrary, a samurai should be determined
to die: "When faced with a choice betwezn Tife and death, cne must

_choase death".

Were one to take this seriously, it would be very strong meat
indeed, and more than enough to still any loose and impious talk about
"the myth of the samurai“, The problem about it, however, is this:
Hagakure was compiled after aimost a hundred years of sustained peace,
Tor a group of mer who were already beginning to feel uneasy about
their role in society. And that is nct all. Yamamoto Tsunetamo,
whose stream-of-consciousness monoliogues from the basis of the work,
was Dy N0 means your battle-scarred fighting man. He had been rather
delicate since childhood, so never recefved much traiming in any of
the military skills, and made his career as a private secretary--a
position he was offered, incidentally, because he and his employer
shared a love of poetry. There had been no fighting in Japan since
1638, twenty-one years before Yamamoto's birth in 1639, so he lived
his entire 1ife without ever having seen a blow struck in anger. All
in all, it is not quite the sort of background one would expect of a
man so concerned with blood, and death, and glory. The same can be
said of his end. After noting what a disgrace it would be for a
samurai to die in bed, this was precisely where he died in 1719.

In a sense, of course, the Tokugawa period saw very much more
Toyalty being given by samurai to their empioyers, inasmuch, at least,
as there were no battle-Tield desertions, Of course, sfnce there were
ne battle-fields either, this was only to be expected. There was
simply no opportunity for samurai to change masters. Nor, for that
matter, was there any chance of alternative empioyment; most military
overiords, from the shogun down, had more samurai than they needed,
and would not have wished to employ any more. Even simple
disobedience, therefore, was very much more hazardous than it had once
been, and this made the samurai very much more docile, allowing their
averlords o cut their salaries with some degree of impunity as the
Tokugawa period wore on. Complaints could Tead to dismissal, as one
group of samuraj were to discover in 1678 after addressing a petition
of complaint to their employer, who promptly dispensed with their
services.l4 On the other hand, there were occasions when samurai did
have rather more leverage than usual--during succession disputes
within their employer's household for exampie, and it was at just such
times that afl the old samurai propensity for intrigue came to the
fore, sometimes provoking noisy public vendettas of the kind known as
oiestda. Onte samurai were locked into these power struggles, the
virtue of stoic 10yalty tended to be forgotten.

The samurai of the Tokugawa peripd were certainly not noted for
their adherence to the other classic samurai virtue--indifference to-

material things. It §s quite clear that those who moved Tntoc the
castle towns and the cities were very quick to aspire to a way of 1ife
in which physical comfort and enjoyment were paramount; 1pdeed, o
¢ome extent their general economic malaise sprang from just such
circumstances. Samurai and their famiiies made up at teast half of
the population of almost all major Japanese towns, and were beset by
the temptations of consumer society--not just more varied fqods. and
finer clothes than their rustic forebears could ever have imagined,
put other seductions as well: gambling, theatres, brothels, and
parties. They were certainly as fond of their crezature comforts as
the next man, and were far from the puritanical ascetics of the

sanurai myth.

Perhaps this account of the samurai as they really were, and not
as the myth would have them, sounds vather unpleasantly like the old
Australian sport of knocking. Im fact, it is the reverse. In denying
the validity of a stereotype in which the samuraf appear as humour-1g55
and blood-happy psychopaths 1 am really asserting their essential
humanity. They were not a race of specially traimed and dedicated
xillers, but rather ordinary people 1ike ourselves, no better and no
worse. - Certainly they do not deserve to be ideaiized above the rest
of their fellow countrymen. If samurai were courageous, then so too
were opther Japanese. It took courage to put out to sea 1n_ﬂ1rnsy
boats, day after day, as fishermen did throughout Japanese h?story.
1t took courage to engage, year after year, in crippling--lTiterally
¢rippling--agricultural work, but farmers in Japan have always done
s0. 1t took courage, too, for such people to protest about their tax
burdens, as they sometimes dfd, in the knowledge that s‘uch protest
could cost them their lives. These people -deserve quite as much
credit as their samyrai masters. None of them, samurai or commoner,
deserve to have Ihéir descendants saddied with™ so unflattering an
image as that presented in the myth of the samurai.
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