CHY4U Unit 1, Activity 3
Backgrounder on Feudalism and Christianity in Japan 
The Portuguese first arrived in Japan as merchants in 1543 and were welcomed by many daimyo (lords). Many of the daimyo bought guns from them and were most intrigued. The missionaries then arrived. Jesuit Jiao Rodrigues arrived to convert Japanese. He described an “alien” world but one that was cultured, not barbarian. He became fluent in the Japanese language. There were three reasons for quick conversions: First, during a time of civil war (the Onin Wars) there was a lot of death and disorder that made people think of the afterlife. Second, if a lord converted, his people were likely to convert under pressure of his example. As a result of these conversions, 200 Catholic churches were built (mostly in southern Japan) and there were 250 000 converts in 50 years. Converted lords would also have had better trading relationships with Portuguese merchants. Some began to fear Christian influence. 
In 1603 Tokugawa Ieyasu became Shogun (most powerful lord) after defeating a rival. He sought to unify Japan after years of civil war. He tried to centralize feudalism by imposing strict rules on lord-vassal relationships. Christianity was then seen as subversive – changing the traditional way Japanese did things. Rewards were given for turning Christians in. Christians were fearful but they were willing to be martyred (die for their religion). 
At this time, life for ordinary peasants was very difficult; they were heavily taxed (in rice) by the daimyo. In the south farmers, weren’t allowed to eat rice they grew. They protested by marching to Edo (the capital). It only got worse with drought and famine. One event “ignited a long smoldering fire” – the Shimabara massacre (1637-38). Here’s the story: the daughter of a tax-owing farmer was seized and tortured. Her father killed the local governor in protest. The whole village then rose in revolt. Christian rebels joined in to avenge priests who had been killed and Christians who had died for their faith. The Shogun wanted to set an example for all of Japan; he sent troops to Shimabara, resulting in a 4 month stand-off. Eventually the Shogun asked the Dutch to send ships with canons. The Dutch complied because they wanted to continue to trade with Japan. The standoff at a castle ended in slaughter of the rebels by the Shogun’s troops. This was now his excuse to eradicate Christianity. 
Following this event, succeeding shoguns took steps to isolate Japan. First, they tried to control trade. They then tried to prevent missionaries from arriving. 
Source: Japan: Memoirs of a Secret Empire (video)
