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THE REVOLT OF SHIMABARA-AMAKUSA *

Ôhashi Yukihiro1

Waseda University

Abstract

The Revolt of Shimabara-Amakusa (1637-1638) has been discussed by histori-
ography mainly from the point of view of the causes behind it. The debate has focused 
on two perspectives that are not always confronted: economic and religious aspects. 
This article analyses both aspects, also centring the reflection on the impact caused 
by the rebellion in the context of pre-modern Japan. Based on existing documentation 
we verify the composite nature of this rebellion and the need to re-equate the manner 
in which this theme is enunciated.

Resumo

A Revolta de Shimabara-Amakusa (1637-1638) tem sido debatida pela historiogra-
fia sobretudo sob o ponto de vista das causas que a terão originado, desenvolvendo-se 
o debate em torno de duas perspectivas que nem sempre são colocadas em confronto: 
nas suas dimensões económica e religiosa. O presente artigo analisa ambos os aspectos, 
colocando também como objecto central de reflexão o impacto causado pela rebelião 
no contexto do Japão pré-moderno. Com base na documentação existente atesta-se o 
carácter compósito desta revolta e a necessidade de re-equacinar a forma de enunciar 
o próprio tema.

要旨（アブストラクト）

島	 原天草一揆（1637-1638年）はこれまで、この事件の背景には何があ

ったのかという観点から論じられてきた。それは二つの側面に絞られ

る。一つは経	 済問題、もう一つは宗教問題である。しかし、それは必

ずしもいつも同じ比重で問題とされたのではない。本稿は、その両局面

を分析するとともに、この一揆が	 近世日本の社会情勢にどのような影

* Translation to English by Martin Nogueira Ramos from the original Japanese text.

1 The author is Associate Professor of early modern Japanese history at Waseda University. 
He is conducting research on Christianity during the Edo period.
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響を与えたのかについて考察する。既存の史料をもとに、この一揆が混

成集団であったという特徴と、この事件の表現方法を	 再検討する必要

性を検証する。
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1. Economical struggle? Religious struggle?

The revolt of Shimabara-Amakusa (1637-1638) is the first large-scale 
conflict of the Bakuhan system. For a long time the debate concerning this 
revolt was focused on its causes: was it a struggle for economical or religious 
purposes? For the post-war Japanese historians, the Shimabara-Amakusa’s 
revolt started because the feudal lords treated their peasants harshly. Even 
if it seemed that the rebelling forces gathered as Christians, commonly,
historians considered this fact as a secondary matter. For them, the revolt of 
Shimabara-Amakusa was mainly an economical struggle.

Recent studies, however, have criticised the idea that Christianity was 
a secondary matter and have tended to consider the revolt as a religious 
struggle.

It is well known that the uprising was caused by Christians who had 
returned to the faith after having yielded to the harsh anti-Christian policy. 
Peasants and rônin who joined the revolt were not only Christians who had 
returned to the faith. People who were compelled to convert to Christianity 
and to join the revolt were numerous. During the expansion of the move-
ment, revolted forces committed aggression on non-Christians and destroyed 
temples and shrines. Such acts were also committed in Christian lords’ 
territories of the 16th century. It shows in a way that the rebels wanted to 
return to the era of Christian daimyô. From the second half of the 16th cen-
tury to the first half of the 17th century, violent opposition between Christians 
and non-Christians spread in territories where Christianity had developed. 
Recent studies say that the prohibition of Christianity by the Bakufu had 
been planned in order to suppress religious rivalry between the people.2

2 Kanda Chisato, Shimabara no ran (Chûô kôron shinsha: 2005). Before this article, another 
study considered this revolt a religious struggle: Irimoto Masuo, Shimabara no ran (Kyôikusha: 
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This point of view has two meanings. First, it contradicts the fact that 
the revolt was a binomial opposition between the people and the authorities. 
This approach focuses on the variety and the contradictions that existed 
among the people. Secondly, this point of view considers the historical role of 
religion. In a territory like Shimabara-Amakusa, there was a decisive oppo-
sition about having to rely on Christianity or on the deities and Buddhas in 
order to avoid famine, disasters or war. The revolt of Shimabara-Amakusa is 
the result of this. The choice of a religion regulates the actions of men.

However, the impact of Shimabara-Amakusa’s revolt on the early-
modern state and society practically has not been studied. The revolt largely 
remained in early-modern Japanese memories. Indeed, when there was some 
trouble during the Edo period, this event was mentioned, and many stories 
based on the revolt appeared. So, thinking over the impact of the revolt on 
the early-modern state and society also leads to a global reflexion on the 
quintessence of the Edo period. In order to study this revolt, it is important 
to analyse the historical significance of Shimabara-Amkusa’s revolt consider-
ing the whole Early-modern Period. It is also primordial to consider factors 
which first seem to be contradictory, and to describe them as a whole.

2. Analysis of letters exchanged between the Bakufu and the uprising forces

Documents related to this Revolt are mainly records from the authori-
ties. Generally speaking, it is very rare that the voice of the defeated was 
transmitted in a well-organised form. So, it is not surprising that we have 
conserved very few documents written by the uprising side.

However, it does not mean that they do not exist. For example, we have 
letters sent by the revolted troops to the bakufu forces during the siege of 
Hara castle. But in the letters that have survived to our days, we can observe 
many contradictions in their contents. How should we analyse such contra-
dictions? Studying the reasons of the uprising through these letters requires 
a strict analysis.

2.1. Contradictory letters

During the first month of kan’ei 15 (1638), a letter from Matsudaira 
Nobutsuna, responsible for the Bakufu troops, was sent to the rebels in Hara 

1980). The study of Hattori Hideo, “Hara-jô Hakkutsu” in Arano Yasunori, Nihon no jidai-shi 14 
Edo Bakufu to higashi ajia (Yoshikawa-kô bunkan: 2003), says that the revolt’s forces tried to give 
rise to a civil war and were waiting for the military support of the Portuguese.
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castle. In this letter, Nobutsuna asks them what the purpose of their revolt is, 
and whether they have any grudge against the Bakufu or their feudal lords.3

In a letter which seems to be the answer to the previous one, we observe 
various responses that are contradictory. First, they say that the uprising 
originates from the despotism of their feudal lords. In the letter signed 
“Amano Shirô” (Amakusa Shirô?) and sent to “Matsudaira Izu no Kami” 
(Matsudaira Nobutsuna), the rebels argue that since they were ordered to 
pay heavy taxes, their life had been really hard, and for this reason they only 
wanted to avenge themselves on their feudal lord, Matsukura katsuie.4

In another letter that seems to be an answer from the uprising forces 
to the Bakufu troops, we can read that they only wished the authorities 
had removed the prohibition of Christianity. In a letter from the 13th day of 
the first month, written from the castle and addressed to the legates of the 
Shogunate, many times they stressed the annoyance created by the prom-
ulgation of such edict.5 In another letter, they also said that apart from the 
freedom to practise Christianity they did not wish for anything else.6

 If we take into consideration the first, hatred toward the feudal lord is 
the main reason of the uprising. On the other hand, if we consider the later 
letters, it seems the prohibition of Christianity is the main cause of the revolt. 
Which letters transmit best the real purpose of the rebels?

Concerning these epistles, we also have records about them in letters 
written by persons related to the Shogun’s army. For instance, in a letter 
written on the 16th day of the first month of Kan’ei 15 by a samurai from 
Kumamoto to a daimyô counsellor (karô) of his feudal domain (han), we can 
read that a letter sent by the peasant rebels indicated that they had joined 
Hara castle for the purpose of Christianity.7 We have many letters of this 
kind that mention the fact that the uprising originated from the prohibition 
of Christianity. Nevertheless, it was said no letter mentions the fact that the 
peasants rebelled because of the lords’ harsh treatments. But we cannot 
deduce that letters mentioning hatred toward despotic lords did not exist. 
The only thing we can do is confirm the existence of missives written by the 
uprising side which stress the prohibition of Christianity as the main reason 
for their revolt.

3 Tsuruta Kurazô (dir.), Genshiryô de tsuzuru Amakusa Shimabara no ran (Hondoshi: 1994), 
707.

4 Ibidem, 715.

5 Ibidem, 714.

6 Ibidem, 715 and 755.

7 Ibidem, 740.



 The revolt of Shimabara-Amakusa 75

2.2. The shift of responsibility onto Matsukura and Terazawa

In fact, during the uprising, the Bakuhan authorities considered the 
rebels as Christians.8 They were especially cautious about preventing the 
movement from spreading in their own domains until the rebellious army 
had been vanquished.

However, in sources written after the revolt, we observe a tendency 
to unify the causes of the uprising. These documents judge that the lords’
despotism was the main reason of this event. For example, at the end of a 
document called “shimabara ikki matsukura ki” about the uprising, which 
centres on the Matsukura daimyô, the author included two above-men-
tioned letters: the one sent by Matsudaira Nobutsuna to the rebels and the 
answer signed by “Amano Shirô”, which stresses the hate they had toward 
the daimyô.9 Also, in a book whose title is “shimabara-jô” intended for
elementary schools (terakoya), even if there are some small differences, 
we can observe that the two above-mentioned letters were also included.10

Moreover, in documents written at the beginning of the 19th century, the 
Haizetsu-roku,11 which lists chronologically daimyô who received punish-
ment, and the Tokuwaga Jikki,12 an official history of the Bakufu, also empha-
sise the lords’ despotism.

So, we can say that the understanding of the revolt by the authorities 
evolved between the military operations and the post-uprising period. It 
seems that the official reason for the revolt shifted from dissatisfaction with 
Bakufu’s Christian policy to dissatisfaction with the daimyô’s treatments.

2.3. Was the uprising really caused by religious dissatisfaction?

If we consider that we did not conserve any letter written by Bakufu’s 
soldiers that mentions the lords’ despotism as a major reason for the upris-
ing, it is possible to doubt the authenticity of the epistle sent to Matsudaira 
Nobutsuna by “Amano Shirô” which stresses this kind of argument. Was not 
this epistle written in order to deliberately shift the responsibility to lords 
Matsukura and Terazawa? If so, the revolt appears to be a religious one.

However, in another place we have an epistle which emphasises the 
dissatisfaction the peasants had towards the lords. This document is kept 

8 Ibidem, 36.

9 Zokuzoku gunsho ruijû, 4 (1907), 422.

10 Ôrai-mono taikei, 46 (Ozorasha: 1993).

11 On’ei-roku haizetsu-roku (Kondô-shuppansha: 1970), 256-257.

12  Tsuruta Kurazô, op. cit., 1060-1061.
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in the archives of Tsuboi’s family from the island Shôdoshima of Sanuki.13 
More than the letter sent by “Amano Shirô” to Matsudaira Nobutsuna, this 
source denounces the policy of Matsukura Masashige and Katsuie. The date, 
the sender, and the address are missing; the text mingles kanji and kana, so 
it is hard to read. For this reason, this document transmits well the tensions 
of the battlefield.

In this epistle, we can read that rebels converted because they had 
heard they would receive alms for it. But if the Shôgun had asked them to 
apostatise, they would have done it. However, this letter also states that they 
would not forgive Matsukura Masashige and Katsuie. They also added that if 
they were shown the head of Katsuie, they would not mind being executed.

Why was such a source considered, so far, to be from Shimabara, in 
shôdoshima? In this island, which was a shogun territory, many peasants 
were employed as sailors in order to transfer Bakufu’s soldiers. I think 
that this epistle was brought back by one of these men when the revolt was 
vanquished.

The question is: is this epistle a forged one or not? Because this docu-
ment was found by chance in Tsuboi’s archives of an official of Shôdoshima 
(a Toshiyori from the village of Sakate), it is hard to believe it is a forged 
document. However, if we consider this source was forged after the uprising, 
what was the aim of this action? If the document had been found in Bakufu 
or Han’s archives, we could have explained this act by the intention to shift 
the entire responsibility to the Matsukura family, but the document was 
found in local archives. So it is hard to explain this epistle was forged on 
purpose. Furthermore, the contents do not contradict the events. It is a 
reliable document.

Consequently, even if we cannot prove the letter sent by “Amano Shirô” 
was authentic, we can affirm that some people had joined the uprising 
because they felt dissatisfaction towards the daimyô.

The conclusion is that the rebels’ requests were not limited to Christian 
matters. The existence of contradictory sources shows that various kinds of 
people coexisted inside the uprising force. Between dissatisfaction caused by 
religious matters and lords’ despotism, it is impossible to assert which cause 
is primary or secondary.

13 Kawano Masao, Setouchi Shôdoshima (Meicho: 1987), 56-59.
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3.  The understanding of the Shimabara-Amakusa uprising and benevolent 
policy (Jinsei)

We cannot restrict the requests of the uprising to one thing only, as the 
people who joined this movement had different reasons. Some people joined 
the revolt because they wished to die as martyrs, others wished to survive. 
People joined the rebellious army thinking they were fighting for the truth, 
others because they were forced to join. The revolt was composite. The bond 
that unified this complex group was God’s authority. Under God’s authority, 
the uprising forces became an organisation charged to keep orthodoxy and 
to resist the Bakuhan authorities.

3.1. Shimabara-Amakusa revolt did not end as a Christian uprising

The bakufu army that laid siege to the castle of Hara tried to cut off the 
rebels’ food supplies. During the siege, Matsudaira Nobutsuna tried to advise 
non-Christians to surrender; he also planned to exchange Amakusa Shirô’s 
family for non-Christians. For sure, we can consider that the fact of advising 
non-Christians to surrender by jolting the unity of a compound movement 
was a means to hasten the fall of Hara castle. However, we can also under-
stand Nobutsuna’s deep intention differently.

Could we not say that Nobutsuna wanted the revolt to end as a Christian 
one? If it ended like this, Christianity would be accused as the main reason 
for this “seditious” revolt. For the Bakufu’s authorities, the uprising was 
considered as a Christian revolt from beginning to end. But Nobutsuna knew 
well that during the development of the revolt many people had been forced 
to join and that the uprising forces were not only composed of devout Chris-
tians. So if the Bakufu launched an all-out attack on Hara Castle, innocent 
people would be killed by Bakufu’s hands, which would be contrary to the 
principles of the Tokugawa’s regime.14 Officially, the position of the Bakufu 
was to mercifully protect the peasants. Therefore, if the Bakufu squashed 
such a heterogeneous revolt it would seem that they had given up their 
principles. For Nobutsuna it was more convenient that the revolt was only 
Christian.

However, the revolt’s leaders always denied the fact that the group was 
heterogeneous, and up until the defeat they determined their fate as Chris-
tians. On the 27.28th day of the second month of Kan’ei 15 (1638), Bakufu’s 

14  Tsuruta Kurazô, op. cit., 823.
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troops launched an all-out attack. As a result, the uprising heterogeneous 
groups were all slaughtered as Christians. The worry of Nobutsuna became 
reality.

3.2. From a Christian revolt to a peasant revolt

How could the Bakufu explain the repression of a revolt made of mixed 
groups? For the Shogunate, it was a problem.

The punishment of the Shimabara and Amakusa lords was not decided 
directly after the end of the revolt. After the revolt, the two lords were confided 
to other daimyô families and, after a while, their punishment was decided. In 
some sources, we can read that one month after the fall of the Hara castle (the 
fourth month of Kan’ei 15), daimyô who had helped the Bakufu armies were 
reunited in Kokura, and following the views of Tokugawa Iemitsu, Matsu- 
kura Katsuie was condemned to lose his domain.

The despotism of the lords as the major official reason for the revolt 
appeared in the 7th month of Kan’ei 15. The despotism of the Shimabara’s lord 
Matsukura Katsuie and of Amakusa, Terazawa Katataka, was considered the 
major cause of the revolt. The Shogunate ordered Katsuie to be sentenced to 
death, and Katataka had his domain confiscated. From that moment, as time 
passed, this opinion was getting more and more established. In almost all 
records and stories (monogatari) about the Shimabara-Amakusa’s revolt, the 
lords’ despotism was emphasised. These texts were widely known by people 
throughout the Edo period.

However, during the early-modern period, we cannot say that Shim-
bara-Amakusa’s revolt was not understood as an uprising linked in some 
aspect with Christianity. Indeed, when the revolt was told, special emphasis 
was laid on the lords’ despotism and the “heretical” views of the Christians. 
Naturally, the fact that the lords’ despotism was the background to the upris-
ing, and that Christianity was the pillar of it, suits the truth. The emphasis 
shifted from Christianity to lords’ despotism. It only means that following 
this period, one cause was more stressed than the other one.

3.3. The idea of benevolent government (jinsei ron)

The stories (monogatari) based on the revolt of Shimabara-Amakusa, 
always say that after the rebellion was defeated, Japan entered a stable age, 
and the Bakufu’s reign was praised. Almost every story about this revolt ends 
following this pattern.15 The truth of the matter is that the authors of these 

15 For example, a kanazôshi (kana book) called shimabara-ki (Archives of Waseda University) 
or Shirô-ran monogatari (Amakusa kirishitan-kan: 1973), 395-396.



 The revolt of Shimabara-Amakusa 79

stories wanted to stress the cruelty of Shimabara and Amakusa’s lords. In 
other words, they considered Matsukura and Terazawa as negative examples, 
and asked all the other lords to be wise (meikun).

For the Japanese of the Edo period, when they thought about ikki,
peasant rebellion against a lord, Shimabara’s image always emerged. In 
sources that observe or describe other ikki (between the second half of the 
17th century until the end of the 18th century) this word is never used.16 When 
peasants rebelled against their lord in order to request something, both sides, 
lords and peasants, avoided using the word ikki.

For a lord to recognise that it was an ikki, meant he was like Matsukura 
and Terazawa, who were the main reason for peasant’s rebellion. In other 
words, he would not be a benevolent and wise lord (Jinkun/meikun). For 
peasants, if they considered their movement as an ikki, it would signify they 
no longer had the legitimacy17 to ask for the restoration of Jinsei, because
as  o-hyakushô, they are part of it. Lords and peasants needed to say that 
what was occurring in front of them was not an event like Shimabara- 
Amakusa’s ikki.

In any case, the importance of Matsukura Katsuie and Terazawa Kata-
taka’s punishment, held during the whole early modern period, strained 
relations between peasants and lords. The opinion claiming that Shimabara-
Amakusa’s revolt was a religious war and that economical questions were 
only the trigger is contrary to the idea that this revolt had a great influence 
on jinsei (benevolent government) ideology formation.

4. The Society’s context and the understanding of the revolt

Both the economic and religious questions caused the revolt of 
Shimabara-Amakusa. The problem is not to understand which reason is 
primary or secondary. In previous studies, the tendency was to determine 
if Shimabara’s revolt was an economical or a religious war. But the debate 
evolved under the influence of the society context.

During the event, many people, influenced by the Christian threat, 
thought that the revolt had risen because of dissatisfaction towards Bakufu’s 
religious policy. After the revolt, when the jinsei ideology was established, 
people thought the revolt had been caused by lords’ despotism, as it was said 
before. About the influence of the society that surrounds us on our under-

16 Hosaka Satoru, Hyakushô-ikki to gimin no kenkyû (Yoshikawa-kô bunkan: 2006).

17 Fukaya Katsumi, Hyakushô naritachi (Hanawa shobô: 1993).
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standing of the revolt, it can also be applied to the post-war Japanese history 
of the sixties.

Post-war historians intended to overcome the Kôkokushi-kan18 which 
had been the root of the fifteen years’ war. They attached greater impor-
tance to the social and economic history and tried as much as possible 
not to analyse the impact of religious matters. Concerning the reasons of 
Shimabara-Amakusa’s revolt, they also considered Christianity as secondary, 
and stressed the harsh economic treatments of the lords as primary. This 
point of view was influenced by the background of post-war Japanese society.

Since the nineties, with the decline of Marxist ideology, historians 
started to show an interest in religious matters. This is why, influenced by the 
background that surrounds us, much attention was finally given to religious 
aspects as an explanation for the revolt.

To sum up, trying to understand if the revolt was a struggle for 
economic or religious reasons is a problematic approach; it would lead us 
to a simplified binomial opposition. In order not to fall in a binary debate, 
not only for the case of Shimabara-Amakusa’s revolt, it is important to be 
sceptical about this way of thinking.

18 The kôkokushi-kan is an ideology which centered Japanese history on the emperor who was 
the descendant of an unbroken line.


