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Beginning In 1587, Japan Closed Itself Off To The Rest Of The World To establish a period of profound
isolation that would shape its history for centuries. This pivotal moment marked the onset of Japan’s sakoku
policy, a deliberate and comprehensive effort to sever external influences and control internal stability.
Understanding the reasons behind this decision, its implementation, and its effects provides valuable insights into
Japan’s unique historical trajectory.

The Context Leading Up To Japan’s Isolation

Political and Social Climate in the Late 16th Century
During the late 1500s, Japan was characterized by political fragmentation and internal conflict. The Sengoku
period, or Age of Warring States, had left the nation divided among various feudal lords (daimyo), each vying
for power. Amidst this chaos, unification efforts led by leaders like Oda Nobunaga and Toyotomi Hideyoshi
began to stabilize the country, creating a more centralized government.

European Contact and Its Impact
The arrival of Portuguese traders and missionaries in the mid-16th century introduced new technologies,
goods, and religious ideas, notably Christianity. While initially welcomed for their contributions to trade and
culture, these foreign influences soon raised concerns among Japanese authorities.

The spread of Christianity was perceived as a threat to traditional Japanese values and social order.
Missionaries, especially Jesuits, gained significant converts, including members of the daimyo class. This influence
was viewed as potentially undermining loyalty to the Japanese state and fostering foreign dominance.

The Decision to Close Off Japan

Toyotomi Hideyoshi’s Role
Although the formal policy of sakoku was enacted after Hideyoshi’s death, his reign set the stage for Japan’s
isolation. Hideyoshi attempted to control foreign influence by restricting the movement of Europeans and
suppressing Christianity. In 1587, he issued edicts banning the practice of Christianity and expelling missionaries,
citing the need to preserve Japanese culture and social order.

The Establishment of the Sakoku Policy
After Hideyoshi’s death in 1598, Tokugawa Ieyasu rose to power and further cemented Japan’s isolation
policies. In 1635, the Tokugawa shogunate officially implemented sakoku, which means “locked country” in
Japanese. This policy prohibited Japanese citizens from traveling abroad and restricted foreign trade to specific
ports and limited merchants.

The key features of sakoku included:

No Japanese citizens could leave the country on pain of death.



Foreigners were allowed only in designated ports, such as Nagasaki.

Trade was tightly controlled, primarily involving Dutch and Chinese merchants.

Christianity was ruthlessly suppressed to prevent foreign influence.

The Goals and Motivations Behind Japan’s Isolation

Maintaining Political Stability
The shogunate aimed to eliminate internal dissent and prevent foreign influences from inciting rebellion or
destabilizing the fragile peace. By restricting external contact, they minimized the risk of foreign ideologies and
conflicts spilling into domestic affairs.

Controlling Religion and Cultural Influence
Christian missionaries were viewed as a destabilizing force. By banning Christianity and expelling missionaries,
authorities sought to preserve traditional Japanese religious practices, primarily Buddhism and Shinto.

Economic Control and Strategic Trade
Limiting trade allowed the shogunate to control economic exchanges, prevent the influence of foreign
merchants, and avoid excessive reliance on external powers. The restricted trade policies also aimed to foster
domestic production and self-sufficiency.

Effects of Japan’s Isolation Policy

Economic Consequences
Despite restrictions, Japan maintained a vibrant internal economy. Limited trade with the Dutch and Chinese
introduced new goods, such as silver, porcelain, and textiles, which became highly valued. However, the
economy was largely inward-looking, with limited technological and cultural exchange.

Cultural and Artistic Developments
Isolation fostered a unique cultural evolution. During this period, Japanese art, literature, and theater
flourished with distinctive styles such as ukiyo-e woodblock prints and kabuki theater. The lack of foreign
influence allowed traditional arts to develop unimpeded.

Scientific and Technological Stagnation
While some technological exchange continued via Dutch traders, overall scientific progress slowed due to
limited access to foreign ideas. Japan’s focus on internal stability meant less engagement with global scientific
advancements.



Impact on Foreign Relations
Japan remained largely closed to outsiders for over two centuries. The policy limited diplomatic relations and
kept Japan hidden from the rapidly expanding European empires. This isolation contributed to Japan's late entry
into modern global affairs.

The End of Japan’s Isolation

Arrival of Commodore Matthew Perry
In 1853, American Commodore Matthew Perry arrived in Tokyo Bay with a fleet of warships, demanding the
opening of Japanese ports to American vessels. This bold move forced Japan to reconsider its isolationist
policies.

End of sakoku and Modernization
The Treaty of Kanagawa in 1854 marked the beginning of the end of Japan’s seclusion. Subsequent treaties
opened Japan to international trade, leading to the Meiji Restoration and rapid modernization efforts.

Legacy of Japan’s Isolation Period

Preservation of Cultural Identity
Japan’s long period of isolation helped preserve its unique cultural practices, arts, and traditions. This
cultural continuity remains evident today in various aspects of Japanese society.

Lessons from Isolation
Japan’s experience illustrates the complexities of balancing external influence and internal stability. While
isolation protected traditional values, it also delayed technological advancement and diplomatic engagement
with the world.

Modern Reflections
Today, Japan is a global leader in technology, culture, and diplomacy. Its history of cautious engagement and
selective openness can be traced back to the policies enacted during its centuries of seclusion.

Conclusion
Beginning in 1587, Japan closed itself off to the rest of the world to safeguard its political stability,
religious practices, and cultural identity amidst external threats and influences. While this policy fostered a
unique and resilient society, it also delayed engagement with global developments. The eventual reopening of
Japan in the mid-19th century paved the way for rapid modernization, transforming it into a significant player
on the world stage. Understanding this period of isolation offers valuable insights into the resilience and
adaptability of Japanese society, as well as the importance of balancing tradition with openness in the face of
a changing world.



Frequently Asked Questions

Why did Japan decide to close itself off to the rest of the world in 1587?

Japan's decision to isolate itself in 1587 was driven by a desire to control foreign influence, particularly the
spread of Christianity, and to maintain political stability by limiting external interference.

What policies were implemented during Japan's period of isolation starting in
1587?

The Japanese government enacted policies such as the Sakoku Edict, which restricted foreign trade to specific
ports and banned Japanese citizens from traveling abroad, effectively sealing off the country from external
contact.

How did Japan's isolation in 1587 impact its economy and culture?

Isolation limited international trade but allowed Japan to develop its own cultural identity, arts, and
internal economy, leading to unique developments like ukiyo-e art and the Edo period's stability.

Did Japan's isolation in 1587 completely prevent foreign influence?

While formal diplomatic and trade relations were heavily restricted, some foreign influence persisted through
limited trade with the Dutch and Chinese, and through clandestine Christian missionary activities.

How long did Japan remain isolated after 1587?

Japan's policy of isolation, known as Sakoku, lasted roughly from 1587 until 1853, when Commodore Perry's
arrival forced the country to reopen to foreign trade.

What were the main consequences of Japan's closed-door policy starting in
1587?

The policy led to a period of internal peace and stability, but also limited technological and scientific
advancements and reduced cultural exchanges with the outside world.

Were there any exceptions to Japan's isolation policy after 1587?

Yes, select trade was permitted with the Dutch at Dejima, and limited interactions with China and Korea
continued, but these were heavily regulated and restricted.

How did Japan's isolation affect its relations with European countries?

European influence waned significantly, and relations were mostly limited to trade with Dutch and Chinese
merchants, with Christian missions being largely expelled and persecuted.

What prompted Japan to begin opening up again after centuries of isolation?

Economic pressures, technological advancements, and external diplomatic efforts, notably the arrival of
Commodore Perry in 1853, compelled Japan to end its isolation and modernize.



What is the historical significance of Japan's decision to close itself off in
1587?

This decision marked a pivotal moment in Japanese history, leading to the Edo period's stability and isolation,
which shaped Japan's development for over two centuries before modernization efforts began.

Additional Resources
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The year 1587 marks a pivotal turning point in Japanese history—a moment that signaled the beginning of a
profound transformation in the nation's foreign relations and internal policy. This period, often overshadowed
by later events such as the Edo period's sakoku (closed country) policy, is nonetheless critical for
understanding the roots of Japan’s insular stance and its subsequent isolationist practices. The decision to
close Japan off from much of the world was not an overnight occurrence but the culmination of a series of
political, religious, and economic factors that converged during the late 16th century. This article explores
the origins, motivations, processes, and consequences of Japan's self-imposed isolation starting in 1587,
providing a comprehensive investigation into this transformative epoch.

---

Context Before 1587: Japan on the Brink of Transformation

Political Fragmentation and the Sengoku Period
In the early 16th century, Japan was embroiled in the Sengoku period—a century of near-constant civil war
among competing feudal lords (daimyo). The chaos fragmented central authority, leading to regional military
conflicts and shifting alliances. Amid this turbulence, several daimyo sought to unify Japan under their banners,
setting the stage for a centralized state.

Rise of Oda Nobunaga and Toyotomi Hideyoshi
The unification efforts gained momentum with Oda Nobunaga, who began consolidating power in the 1560s. His
innovative military tactics and strategic alliances paved the way for a more unified Japan. After Nobunaga's
assassination in 1582, Toyotomi Hideyoshi emerged as the dominant figure, completing the unification process
by the late 1580s. Hideyoshi’s leadership was characterized by efforts to stabilize the country, reform
administrative structures, and control religious influence, particularly that of Christianity.

Introduction of Christianity and Western Influence
European traders and missionaries, especially the Portuguese and Spanish, arrived in Japan during the 1540s.
They introduced firearms, new technologies, and Christianity, which initially gained a sizable following. The
Jesuits, led by figures like Francis Xavier, actively proselytized, converting thousands of Japanese and
establishing churches. This influx of Western influence created both economic opportunities and political
tensions.

---



The Turning Point: 1587 and the Shift Toward Isolation

The Background of Religious and Political Tensions
By 1587, Japan was experiencing increasing concern over the influence of Christianity and foreign powers.
Hideyoshi, who had unified much of Japan, began perceiving Christian converts and European traders as potential
threats to his authority and Japanese sovereignty.

Key factors contributing to the shift include:

- Christian Proselytization and Political Power: The rise of Christian daimyos and their supporters challenged
traditional Japanese authority structures. Some Christian daimyo and missionaries sought to establish their
own political bases, complicating Hideyoshi’s control.
- European Military and Trade Influence: The Portuguese, through their trade networks, supplied firearms and
other goods that shifted the military balance and empowered certain factions.
- Religious Conflicts and Incidents: Notably, the 1587 execution of several Christian missionaries and Japanese
Christians in the Shimabara region reflected growing suspicion.

Hideyoshi’s Edicts and Policies
In 1587, Hideyoshi issued a series of edicts aimed at curbing foreign influence:

- Ban on Christian Propagation: While not an outright ban initially, restrictions on Christian activities
increased, reflecting fears of foreign political meddling.
- Restriction of Foreign Traders: Trade was heavily regulated, with Portuguese traders, in particular, being
scrutinized.
- Expulsion of Missionaries: Several missionaries were expelled, and Christian communities faced persecution.

These measures signaled a cautious approach, intending to control foreign influence rather than immediate
complete isolation.

---

The Formalization of Isolation: Sakoku and Its Foundations

While the term "sakoku"—meaning "closed country"—was formally articulated in the 17th century under
Tokugawa Ieyasu, the roots of Japan’s isolationist policies can be traced to the late 16th century,
particularly the policies initiated by Hideyoshi.

Key Policies and Measures
The policy of seclusion was characterized by several key measures:

- Restrictions on International Trade: Limited to specific ports such as Nagasaki, primarily with Dutch and
Chinese traders.
- Limiting Travel and Foreign Contact: Japanese citizens were prohibited from traveling abroad; conversely,
foreigners could not freely enter or stay in Japan.
- Suppression of Christianity: Systematic persecution of Christians, including martyrdoms and destruction of
churches, aimed to eradicate foreign religious influence.



Major Events Leading to Full Isolation
- 1600s—Establishment of the Tokugawa Shogunate: Ieyasu’s rise to power cemented the policies initiated by
Hideyoshi.
- 1635 Sakoku Edict: Officially banned most foreign contact, except for limited trade with the Dutch and
Chinese at Nagasaki.
- Persecution of Christians: The Shimabara Rebellion (1637–1638) and subsequent persecutions decimated
Christian communities and reinforced isolation policies.

---

Motivations Behind Japan’s Self-Exclusion

The decision to close Japan off was driven by a complex interplay of economic, political, religious, and
cultural factors.

Political Stability and Centralization
- Consolidation of Power: Leaders sought to prevent foreign influence from destabilizing internal authority.
- Control of Religious Movements: Christianity, perceived as a foreign ideology, was seen as a threat to the
existing social order.

Religious Concerns
- Christian Influence as a Threat: The spread of Christianity was viewed with suspicion, especially as it
challenged traditional Japanese beliefs and authority structures.
- Suppression of Religious Dissent: Persecutions aimed to eliminate foreign religious influence and maintain social
cohesion.

Economic and Security Considerations
- Trade Regulation: Limiting foreign trade reduced external influence over domestic affairs.
- Defense Against Colonial Encroachment: Japan aimed to prevent colonization or domination by European
powers, which had been a concern in other parts of Asia.

Ideological and Cultural Factors
- Preservation of Japanese Culture: There was a desire to maintain indigenous customs and social order free
from foreign cultural intrusion.
- Fear of Cultural Assimilation: Concerns that foreign influence could erode Japanese traditions and social
structures.

---

Impact and Legacy of Japan’s Isolation

Economic Consequences
- Limited Foreign Trade: While trade persisted with limited partners, Japan’s economic growth was somewhat



insulated from global trends.
- Development of Domestic Industries: The restriction on foreign influence encouraged internal technological and
cultural development.

Societal and Cultural Effects
- Cultural Flourishing: Isolation fostered a unique development of Japanese arts, theater, and literature,
often considered a golden age of cultural innovation.
- Limited External Influence: Japan remained relatively unaffected by the scientific and technological
revolutions occurring elsewhere.

Long-term Political Effects
- Stability and Peace: The sakoku policy contributed to over two centuries of peace and stability under
Tokugawa rule.
- Delayed Westernization: Japan’s self-imposed isolation delayed engagement with Western scientific,
technological, and political ideas until the mid-19th century.

End of Isolation and Modernization
- Commodore Perry’s Arrival (1853): Marked the end of Japan’s seclusion, leading to the Meiji Restoration.
- Rapid Modernization: Japan quickly adopted Western technologies and ideas, transforming into a major world
power.

---

Conclusion: The Complex Legacy of Japan’s 1587 Self-Exclusion
The decision beginning in 1587 to close Japan off to the rest of the world was rooted in a desire to preserve
political stability, cultural integrity, and sovereignty in a tumultuous era. While initially fueled by concerns
over Christianity and foreign interference, the policies evolved into a formalized, centuries-long period of
national seclusion. This strategy allowed Japan to develop a distinct cultural identity and maintain internal
stability for over two centuries but also delayed its engagement with global developments.

The legacy of this period is complex—marked by a unique cultural flowering, a prolonged peace, and an
eventual forced opening that propelled Japan into rapid modernization. Understanding the origins and
motivations behind Japan’s self-imposed isolation offers vital insights into how nations navigate the challenges
of external influence and internal sovereignty. It also underscores the delicate balance between openness and
protection—a theme as relevant today as it was in the 16th century.

---
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This detailed exploration underscores the multifaceted reasons behind Japan’s decision to close itself off
starting in 1587,
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