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The year 1869 brought with it the end of a conflict in Japan between the Tokugawa Shogunate, the Imperial Government. Also called the “Bakufu,” the Tokugawa Shogun was the de facto feudal ruler of Japan who was supposed to answer to the Emperor but had seized total control of the country during the Tokugawa clan’s rule.
 In the mid-1860’s with the support of several domains, the Emperor Meiji and his Imperial government attempted to regain their rightful power over the country. 
 The year also brought with it the samurai’s death knell as the Tokugawa Shogunate fell out of power. The samurai were members of the warrior class and held an elite role in Japanese society. The feudal lords of each province (daimyos) and the Shogun were also considered samurai. 
 How did the change to the Meiji regime, a change towards more nationalistic and imperialistic goals, affect the samurai of the time? And what was the reaction that the samurai had to the goals and policies of the Meiji government? The change to a more nationalistic and imperialistic state forced the samurai out of their traditional hereditary caste because of the growing interest in Westernization and the end of the feudal system in Japan. Many of the samurai reacted with rebellion against the Imperial government after the loss of their hereditary stipends, privileges, and customs. 
The historiography of the Meiji Revolution and the Restoration is fairly well developed. Books on the military aspect of Japan during this era—such as Soldier and Peasant in Japan by E. Herbert Norman—focus on how the military was to blame as a factor in the coup d’etat that occurred in 1868.
 Other books focus on the political side of the era, as is the case with Modern Japan by Mikiso Hane and The Meiji Restoration by W.G. Beasley. This subject is popular because much of the change that took place during the Restoration was based in politics.
 Despite the popularity of the Meiji Restoration there have been no books written solely on the subject of the samurai during this time. The books that have been written about the samurai mainly focus on their creation and on their role in the Tokugawa clans original takeover. 
After the fall of the Tokugawa Shogunate, the Meiji government made drastic changes to the policial and social systems in Japan. At the onset of the Meiji Restoration the Imperial government made the decision to do away with the feudal system as stated here in this imperial rescript, 
We are of the opinion that in a time of radical reform like the present, if we desire by its means to give protection and tranquility to the people at home and to maintain equality with foreign powers abroad, words must be made to mean in reality what they claim to signify, and the government of the country must center in a single authority…We now completely abolish the Clans (han) and convert them into Prefectures (ken), with the object of diligently retrenching expenditure and of arriving at convenience of working, or getting rid of the unreality of names and of abolishing the disease of government proceeding from multiple centers.
 
In bringing an end to the feudal system, this law abolished the samurai class from the Japanese social strata. The government was trying to move the country further away from the institutions that the various Shogunate regimes had set up, but it also wanted to do away with feudalism in order so that it could be seen as an equal among the powerful Western countries. By being seen as an equal, Japan would be able to protect itself from attack and colonization from the west. The price for this advancement was that, without feudalism, the samurai would not have a place in society.
The samurai lost all their inherited ranks and many of the privileges that they had once enjoyed with the passing of this law. During the time of the Shogunates, the samurai were the rulers of Japan and the main component of the military in addition to being the only people in the country that could carry weapons (two single-edged swords) around at any time. 
 They also had the right to hold government office as well as have access to an extensive education. The samurai also gained a continuous income from stipends distributed by their daimyo based on their family’s land holdings.
 The government took from the samurai all their privileges except for their right to carry swords and to receive stipends (now distributed by the government.)
 This was not the end of the difficulties for the samurai because in the spring of 1876, “the samurai lost their right to bear swords, the last surviving symbol of superior status. In August they lost their stipends, compulsorily commuted for cash or bonds at rates which represented a considerable loss of income.”
 This was the last straw for the samurai; they were now without any sign of their previous power or an income to support themselves. Allowing the samurai to continue with the tradition of carrying their swords and keeping their stipends from the previous regime was an intelligent move on the part of the government. After having destroyed the social system that the samurai had once ruled, the government wanted to keep the samurai happy until they had consolidated enough power to confidently pull the rest of the rug out from under them.

 The samurai, after having lost their power, privileges, income, and subculture, felt that they had to rebel against the Imperial government. The samurai who participated in the revolts were still not ready to let go of the thousand plus years that their subculture had been in existence. They did not find it acceptable that they were now thrown into a society that they did not know and had never been a part of before. One cannot mention rebellion during this time without remembering the rebellion at Aizu in 1868. Aizu, which supported the Shogun even after his dissent from power, surrendered after a month long siege.
According to Testsuo Najita and J. Victor Koschmann, “The subjugation of Aizu was the crowning victory in the five-month campaign by the newly formed Meiji government to defeat rebel forces in northeastern Japan and thereby eliminate from the main islands armed resistance to the imperial coup d’etat of January 3, 1868.”
 The rebellions, which took place at the end of the Tokugawa Shogunate, were the samurai’s response to what they considered disloyal actions by the government and the pro-imperialist clans towards the Shogun. The Shogun’s role was to be the military arm of the government and answer only to the Emperor.
 In the minds of those still loyal to the Shogun, anyone who opposed the shogun was in opposition of the Emperor. Even after having been removed from power the tradition of the Shogun leading the country was still fresh in the samurai’s minds and anyone going against that was a traitor. 
After the surrender most of the samurai in the Aizu area were gathered and sent into exile as Shiba Goro was in this passage from his memoirs, “I was taken captive with other samurai, and we were eventually sent to the Shimokita Peninsula in the far north. The Domain had been transferred to that wasteland of volcanic ash.”
 The government wanted to remove samurai like Shiba Goro because they still had a strong base throughout Japan and if they were separated from the rest they would not be able to start a massive movement against the government and bring the Shogun back to power. The only problem with this plan was that when the exile ended, however, the samurai would most likely come back with a grudge against the government. These grudges against the government would lead to issues further down the road. Shiba Goro, like many other samurai during this time, were only doing what the samurai had been taught for generations. Although many samurai found new jobs and made new lives for themselves this could not be said for even a majority of samurai. There still existed samurai who missed the traditional aspects of their subculture such as various privileges and who were now thrown into a foreign social world that they had not been brought up in. Here, one samurai makes an appeal to the Emperor on behalf of his class, “We hope that the samurai may be at once restored to their ordinary functions, that their high spirit may be encouraged, that frugality may be earnestly practiced, and that morals may be rendered pure. If these things are not attended to, all our efforts after progress towards enlightenment and civilization will be vain.”
 It is not common to find examples of calm petition for the samurai’s case. This may be because of the militaristic nature of the samurai or it could be because of suppression of these accounts by the Meiji government in hopes of silencing the rebellion through those means.
Unfortunately, there is not much evidence of calm appeals from the samurai and most historians focus on the violent uprising that took place during the Meiji Era. W.G. Beasley, in his book The Modern History of Japan, writes about the later months of 1876, “A small force of samurai attacked Kumamoto and a month later Maebara Issei led several hundred in revolt in Choshu.”
 These attacks which began almost immediately after the passing of the abolition of sword-wearing and the end of the samurai’s stipends should have shown that it was too soon to be making more vigorous demands of the samurai. The rebellions culminated in a final fight between the samurai and the Imperial army as W.G. Beasley writes, “In the last desperate stand of the most intransigent feudal reactionaries, the samurai of Satsuma, reputed to be the most savage and reckless warriors of feudal Japan, fighting under the redoubtable Saigo Takamori,
 were decisively routed by the new recruits of the government army.”
 This last major battle in the series of rebellions included 40,000 samurai, 7,000 of which were killed and involved the samurai’s use of their swords against the imperial army’s rifles.
 This battle is symbolic of the changes that the country as a whole was going through at the time, the way of the sword and many of the traditions of the country in general were being destroyed by Western technology, ideas, and progress.
The shift to a more pro-nationalistic and imperialistic state by the Meiji government in place of the old feudal system, removed the samurai from the lofty position of power that they once held. In reaction to the loss of their status, privileges, and stipends, many of the samurai attempted to appeal to have their old status and privileges reinstated. Most of these appeals were through violent means and resulted in the samurai’s violent end. This raises questions about those who did not partake in the violent rebellions. Why were there so few samurai who appealed to the government through passive means? Why was it that the Meiji government could not find a way to incorporate the samurai into the new social order? Events like this in history can help us to understand how different groups react to changes in their societal role.  
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