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STRATEGY AND WARFARE IN 
ANCIENT AND MEDIEVAL 

JAPAN 

Thomas D. Conlan 

The powerful Japanese state of the 7th and 8th centuries experienced a gradual but persistent 

devolution of authority. As administrative and coercive power decentralized, strategic consid­
erations, the rationale for the use of armed force, shifted from the defense of the state's 
boundaries to the assertion of authority within Japan. 

The ancient Japanese state established a conscript army, but difficulties in conquering the 
north caused conscription to be abandoned in 792 in favor of a standing army that could 
protect this northern territory and secure its vital resources. Civil wars arising in the 12th 

century led to the establishment of a warrior government ( bakufu, or shogunate) in the east­

ern city of Kamak:ura and the formation of a durable land right, that of jito, which was 
thought to be outside the purview of the state to confiscate, although these limits on the 
state were not formalized until after a short but significant war in 1221. 

The Kamak:ura shogunate worked with the court to defend Japan against Mongol invad­
ers, with the court focusing on rituals to protect the state and Kamak:ura mobilizing a defend­
ing army. In the aftermath of the Mongol invasions, resources were distributed to institutions 

to ensure that Japan would be defended through the indefinite manning of fortifications and 
the performance of ritual acts of defense. This continued through the fall of the Mongol 
Yuan Dynasty in 1368. 

An attempt by the emperor Go-Daigo to reestablish the court's dominance initiated a 
60-year civil war, caused the collapse of the Kamak:ura shogunate in 1333, and the rise of a 
second warrior regime, the Ashikaga. Different visions of how the state should function and 
be legitimated propelled the conflict, with some preferring rigorous administrative control 
and others relying on Buddhist rites to legitimize their authority.

Warriors fought to preserve their autonomy, but the expenses of war eroded it, and the 

promulgation of the hanzei edict in 1352 caused a devolution of the powers of the state and 

led to the rise of regional magnates, appointed to the office of shugo, who wielded power and 
mobilized their own armies. Late in the 16th century, the hegemon Toyotomi Hideyoshi 
reconstituted overarching state authority and limited the ability of political entities within 
Japan to resort to violence. 1 
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Limiting the Power of the State 

The so-called "Genpei" wars ofll 80-1185 initiated a transformation ofJapan's history, in that 
violence now served to limit the power of the state. The war was fought in response to the 

destabilizing power of Japan's rulers, the Retired Emperors, 3 and culminated with the ad hoc 

establishment of the jito office by Minamoto no Yoritomo. The war limited the untrammeled 
power of the court by prohibiting Japan's sovereign from dispossessingjito. The court recog­
nized these rights in exchange for Yoritomo's military support for its weakened authority. 

Yoritomo spent much of his later years establishing an administrative and judicial frame­
work to prevent violence from arising. He did, however, attack the commanders of the Six­
District Army, the Fujiwara of the north, who had autonomously exercised authority as 
commanders of the forces stationed there since Minamoto no Yoshiie had been recalled in 

1087. Yoritomo mobilized many jito, and his successful campaign allowed him to be pro­

moted to the post of sei-i-taishogun, a legacy of the 9th-century command of Sakanoue no 
Tamuramaro. This office was only briefly held by Yoritomo after his successful campaign; 
although important in that it allowed him to command an army, he preferred a more pres­
tigious court post later in life. 

The legal foundations of the jito position remained unresolved, however, as did the 
sur­vival ofYoritomo's warrior government, centered in Kamakura. His sons died in 1203 

and 1219, and this led Go-Toba, Japan's sovereign, to assert authority over jito 

appointments and openly declare war on Kamakura in 1221.4 

Kamakura, led by the family ofYoritomo's wife, the Hojo, resisted Go-Toba. They had the 
advantages of fielding battle-hardened survivors of the wars of the 1180s and realizing the 
importance of mobilizing quickly. They had prepared for a lighting campaign, as a mere six 
weeks after Go-Toba had declared war, their forces defeated the disorganized army of Go­
Toba and returned triumphantly to the capital of Kyoto. Letters from the time exude confi­
dence and an awareness that, if their armies were to appear, support would coalesce among 

the wavering jito. 5 

After a short, pitched battle, Go-Toba surrendered and was banished. Kamakura then had 

the final say in determining imperial succession and established a branch office in Kyoto. Jito 

rights were strengthened and enshrined in a legal code, the Joei Formulary.6 Thus, the civil 
war served further to limit the powers of the state. 

The Mongol Invasions 

Kamakura's law encouraged a sense of judicial right, in that jito came to believe that their hold­

ings were inalienable. The regime was a judicial government, although it also established shugo 
protectors to apprehend criminals and provide order in the provinces. Kamakura was not pre­
pared, however, for Mongol invasions of Japan in 1274. Here, building on their successful 
conquest of Korea, Kublai Khan of the Yiian Dynasty attempted to invade Japan. Yiian forces 
landed on the coast of the westernmost island of Kyushu, and Japan's scattered defenders could 
not prevent the invaders from setting fire to Hakata and the Dazaifu, located miles inland. Still, 
one of their commanders was shot in the face by a Japanese archer, and it does seem that the 
Mongols took advantages of favorable winds to return to the Asian continent in 1274. 

Both the court and Kamakura engaged in defensive efforts. Kamakura built walls along 
Hakata, the harbor most suited for landing by an invading force, and mobilized its warriors 
for guard duty there. Kamakura briefly attempted to collect enough ships to invade Korea 
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constructed impressive new castles, first in Kyoto, and then at Azuchi. The latter castle had 
impressive stone walls, far grander than Nagayoshi's. Although the stone helped defend 
against cannons, the center of his walls had a great stairwell. The structure was as much a 
monument to power as a defensive structure. This new model of authority would become the 
symbol of warrior power for centuries. Reflecting the declining strategic (if not political) 
importance of castles, Azuchi was easily burned during a coup in 1582. 

Oda Nobunaga wielded authority at a time when armies were rapidly expanding in size. 
Nobunaga mastered the art of battles of deception. He most notably destroyed rivals, like the 
Takeda, by feinting and misleading an opponent to believe that one wing of his army would 
switch sides midway through the battle. Because of that, they were lured into a pitched bat­
tle, suffered high casualties, and ultimate defeat. The military victory enabled him to consol­
idate his authority, but the primacy of warfare in determining political authority proved 
limiting, as Nobunaga's general Ak:echi Mitsuhide attacked and killed him in 1582. 

Violence served as the basis for authority, but Nobunaga's successor, the general who 
became known as Toyotomi Hideyoshi, succeeded in transforming Japan. He first confirmed 
the holdings of many warriors and then commanded them to serve in his armies. Taking 
advantage of the larger size of armies Hideyoshi, in turn, commanded truly massive forces. 
He then proved able to quell all opposition within Japan, and furthermore, in the 1590s, he 
twice oversaw invasions of Korea. 

Hideyoshi nevertheless transformed Japan by trying to limit violence. He did so by 
creating a warrior order. Those who chose to have warrior status, the samurai, had the 
right to possess swords, and get income for lands, but not "own" them, while others, who 
stayed on these lands, became peasants who could not in principle be armed. Violence was 
prohibited as a recourse, and hence the autonomy that warriors possessed finally ended. 

Hideyoshi made monopolization of power the goal of his politics. 24 In addition, castles 
became the center of warrior authority and the core of newfound cities, reflecting their 
political rather than strategic significance. Thereupon warfare ceased to be a method of 
judicial recourse or politics, and strategy once again became focused on the fundamental 
defense of the Japanese state. 

Notes 

1 For an overview of the age, see Thomas D. Conlan, Samurai and the Warrior Culture of Japan, 
471-1877 (Indianapolis, 2022), xii-xxix and Conlan, "Warfare in Japan, 1200-1550," in The
Cambridge History of War, Volume 2: War and the Medieval World, eds. A. Curry and D.A. Graff,
vol. 2 (Cambridge, 2020), 523-53. Noted studies of the early military organization include Karl
Friday, Hired Swords ( Stanford, 1992 ), and William Wayne Farris, Heavenly Warriors: The Evolution
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7 Thomas Conlan, "From Ad Hoc to Ongoing: The Mongol Invasions and the Institutionalization 

of Authority ofJapan," presented at Mongols on the Margins, University of California, Los Angeles 
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8 See Thomas Conlan, In Little Need of Divine Intervention: Takezaki Suenaga>s Scrolls of the Mongol 
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10 Conlan, State of War, 7-11; for primary sources, Warrior Culture of Japan, 100-117 and 121-8. 
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komonjo.princeton.edu/suruga-date/themes.html, and for an animation of the campaign, https:/ / 
komonjo.princeton.edu/suruga-date/map.html. 
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19 Conlan, Warrior Culture of Japan, 197. 
20 For the attempt to move the capital and the fall of the Ouchi, see Thomas Conlan, "The Failed 

Attempt to Move the Emperor to Yamaguchi and the Fall of the Ouchi;' Japanese Studies 35.2 
(September 2015): 1-19; and "Ouchi Yoshitaka no sento keikaku" (Ouchi Yoshitaka's Plan to Move 
the Capital) Yamaguchi ken chihoshi kenkyu 123 (June 2020): 14-28. 

21 Thomas Conlan, Samurai: Weapons and Fighting Techniques (London, 2022), 131-3. See also 
Michael Birt, "Warring States: A study of the Go-H6j6 Daimyo and domain, 1491-1590" (Ph.D. 
thesis, Princeton University, 1983); and "Samurai in Passage: The Transformation of the Sixteenth 
Century Kanto;' Journal of Japanese Studies 11:2 (1985): 369-99. 

22 David Spafford, A Sense of Place: The Political Landscape in Late Medieval Japan (Cambridge, 
2013), 169-213, 

23 "Miyoshi Nagayoshi, Nobunaga yori saki ishigaki donyii ka? Imorij6 de tairy6 ni hakken;' Asahi 
News (June 26, 2019) https://www.asahi.com/articles/ASM6T5TH8M6TPPTBOOG.html 

(accessed August 21, 2019). See also Conlan, Kings in All but Name: The Lost History of Ouchi Rule 
in Japan 1350-1569 (New York, 2024), 334; and for local information the websites https://www. 
city.shijonawate.lg.jp/site/bunkazai-shiseki/1857.html and https:/ /www.cityshijonawate.lg.jp/ 
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