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What is Bushido?

Japan has been hit by a series of major natural disasters. The world has responded to reports of
the disaster areas with sympathy for the Japanese people, who have not lost sight of the norms of
orderly behavior and social life even in these uncertain times. After the Great East Japan
Earthquake on March 11, 2011, there was a quiet boom in Bushido around the world. People
overseas felt respect for the people in the disaster areas who helped each other and maintained a
sense of moderation even in the midst of their grief, and they also felt a sense of Bushido-like
spirit as a shared sense unique to the Japanese. What is Bushido in the first place? It's difficult to
explain simply, but let's explore the meaning of Bushido to get a little closer to the essence of the
Bushido spirit.
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It seems like you understand it, but you don't. That's
Bushido

When asked “What is Bushido?”, it's not easy to answer

When you go overseas for work, study abroad or sightseeing, don't you sometimes feel that, even
though you are Japanese, you don't know anything about Japan? There are many times when you
are asked about Japanese culture or history by a foreign friend who has a deep interest in Japan
and a lot of knowledge about it, and you find yourself at a loss for an answer.

For example, how many people can answer immediately when asked “What is Bushido? When
we think of Bushido, we think of a strict code of honor, a spirit that values loyalty, respect for the
elderly, compassion for the weak, a refusal to tolerate injustice, and a willingness to sacrifice
one's life to protect one's honor. It is a world that seems quite strict, and somehow difficult for us
modern people to approach.

What is Bushido? Let's look it up in the dictionary first

How is Bushido expressed in Japanese dictionaries? If you look up two representative
dictionaries, you will find the following explanations

A code of ethics that developed among the samurai in Japan. It began in the Kamakura period
and developed during the Edo period, supported by Confucianism, particularly Zhu Xi's
teachings, and was emphasized as a national code of ethics after the Meiji Restoration. It




emphasized absolute loyalty to one's lord, and demanded sacrifice, politeness, simplicity, thrift,
and a love of war. Bushido.

“Daijirin, 4th edition” Sanseido

A code of ethics that developed among the samurai class in Japan. It was known as the ‘way of
the bow and arrow’ from the Kamakura period, and was established in the Edo period with the
support of Confucianism, particularly the teachings of Zhu Xi. It became the spiritual pillar of
the feudal system, and after the Meiji period it was considered the center of national morality. In
addition to absolute loyalty to one's lord, it also emphasizes faith, a love of war, and honor.
Hagakure It has been said that to die is to find oneself”

“Kojien, 7th edition, Iwanami Shoten

“Sacrifice, politeness, simplicity, thrift, and valuing military affairs are required”, “Valuing faith,
valuing military affairs, valuing honor, etc.”. It seems that there is definitely a deep relationship
between the elements that come to mind when you hear the word Bushido and morality and
ethics.

What is interesting is the description that “absolute loyalty to one's lord was emphasized” and
that “it was considered the center of national morality from the Meiji period onwards”. This
reminds us of the history of the Meiji Restoration and the path of national prosperity and military
strength that followed the collapse of the shogunate, when the people were conscripted into war
and many sacrifices were made, and the circumstances in which Bushido was used for state
control.

Is there no definition of Bushido?
Bushido cultivated through training

Bushido is not a set of teachings that have been clearly defined and codified. Yamamoto
Tsunetomo's Hagakure, which is known for the famous passage “Bushido is found in dying” that
1s also included in dictionaries, is a book that describes the mindset of the Saga clan Nabeshima
family's successive generations of samurai.

There were also many other books that described the code of the samurai, such as the Takeda
family's military text “Koyo Gunkan” and “Gorinsho”, in which Miyamoto Musashi wrote about
the secrets of military strategy.

In addition, the “Tale of the Heike”, which describes the rise and fall of the Heike clan through
the recitations of the Biwa-hoshi (biwa players), also often features scenes that evoke the spirit of
bushido. However, none of these books are definitive in defining what bushido is.




Bushido is the various experiences that warriors gained through their training in martial arts and
on the battlefield. It is said that it was nurtured and cultivated over the years through daily life,
family education, and sometimes through oral traditions such as the stories of experiences of
ancestors and predecessors, and the houses they lived in.

Inazo Nitobe pondered the future of Japan from a global
perspective

and interpreted Bushido from a modern perspective. He was the person who
introduced it to the world

Inazo Nitobe

Inazo Nitobe's book “Bushido” re-examined Bushido, a concept that was extremely vague even

for the Japanese, from a modern perspective, and introduced it to the world as a way of thinking
that encompassed the aesthetics of the Japanese way of life, morality and ethics in society, and a
view of life and death that also included religious elements.

The book Bushido was published in Philadelphia, USA, in 1899 (Meiji 32), and, along with
Okakura Tenshin's The Book of Tea, it became an important work that introduced the hearts and
culture of the Japanese to the world in English during the Meiji period.

A pioneer of cross-cultural exchange. A large-scale international figure of the
Meiji era

Inazo Nitobe was an educator, thinker, agricultural scientist and agricultural economist born in
Iwate Prefecture Morioka City. At the age of 13, he studied at the Tokyo English School, and
later attended Sapporo Agricultural College and Tokyo Imperial University. He then decided to
study abroad in the United States at his own expense, saying that he wanted to “become a bridge
between the Pacific Ocean and Japan”, and enrolled at Johns Hopkins University. There he met
Mary Elkinston (Japanese name: Nitobe Mariko), who would become his lifelong companion.

After that, he was appointed to his alma mater, Sapporo Agricultural College, and went on to
study in Germany at Halle University, where he received a doctorate in agricultural economics.
At the invitation of his fellow countryman Goto Shinpei, he went to Taiwan to work for the
Taiwan Governor's Office, where he laid the foundations for the sugar industry. He later held a
number of positions, including professor at Kyoto Imperial University, principal of the First
High School (the old First High School), the first principal of Tokyo Women's University, and
the first principal of Tokyo Women's College of Economics, and later served as the Assistant
Secretary-General of the League of Nations.

He was a cosmopolitan man of great scale who looked widely at the world during the Meiji
period, and who had a progressive awareness of education, particularly in the Meiji and Taisho
periods, and was passionate about women's education.



His experiences abroad as a young man led to the writing of his book Bushido

The trigger for the writing of Inazo Nitobe's book Bushido was a question he was asked by the
famous Belgian jurist Emile de Laveley, whom he greatly respected, during his time studying in
Germany: “In Japan, where there is no religious education, how do you impart moral
education? . Not being able to answer immediately, he was puzzled, and then he realized that
Bushido was the foundation of the moral precepts and concepts of right and wrong that he had
learned as a boy.

Furthermore, the question from his wife, Mary Elkinston, was the trigger for writing Bushido. In
the preface, he wrote that he was often asked “Why are such ideas and customs common in
Japan?

Communicating to the world: What Inazo Nitobe's book
Bushido tried to convey

I wanted to dispel misunderstandings about Japan and convey its true image to
the international community

During the time when Inazo Nitobe was studying in Germany, Japan was becoming a military
power, winning the Sino-Japanese War and then the Russo-Japanese War against the great power
of Russia. While the world's attention was focused on the newly emerging country of Japan in
the Far East, the fixed image of Japan as a country of samurai and of incidents in which
foreigners were killed or injured during the end of the Edo period remained.

In his book Bushido, Inazo Nitobe sought to re-examine the foundations of the Japanese moral
and ethical outlook, and to convey the true image of the Japanese people to the international
community through the universality of these values. In the course of trying to find an answer that
would satisfy his esteemed friend, Emile de La Bri¢re, and his wife, Mary Elkinston, he came to
realize that “without an understanding of feudalism and bushido, the moral philosophy of
modern Japan is like a book sealed with a lock”.

Introducing the Japanese spirit to the world through the moral philosophy of the
feudal era

The moral philosophy of the feudal era gave birth to Bushido

Inazo Nitobe likens Bushido to a flower that has taken root in our land, or a cherry blossom that
represents Japan, and conveys that it is a living entity that still has power and beauty, and that it
has taken root in the hearts of the Japanese people, unlike the forgotten relics of the feudal era.

Furthermore, he asserts that Bushido is “not a code written in letters”. He states that it is
“something that has been passed down through oral tradition and is made up of a number of
maxims written by famous warriors and scholars”, and also mentions that Bushido is not
something that can be clearly defined.



Bushido is a concept of noblesse oblige (the obligations that come with a noble
status)

In order to convey the unwritten code to people overseas in an easy-to-understand way, Inazo
Nitobe uses the translation “chivalry” (a spirit of chivalry that is both courteous and brave) for
bushido.

Furthermore, he compares bushido with the Western concept of “noblesse oblige” as a way of
thinking about the responsibilities and high level of awareness that those in high social positions
and statuses should have. It means “nobility obliges [one to fulfill one's duties]”, and refers to the
social responsibilities borne by those of high social standing, such as nobles who hold power and
social status.

Bushido also means “the way that warriors should follow in their occupation and daily lives”,
and it is said to be “a moral code that was taught to warriors to follow” as “a duty that comes
with noble status”.



