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The Invention of Bushido

Nitobe Inazo and the Politics of an Idea

When most people invoke the term Bushido (I £ 3&), they imagine an
ancient manual of the samurai, whispered through the smoke of the Sengoku-
era battlefield. They picture a warrior ethos codified in blood, transmitted
unbroken from medieval Japan into the modern age. Yet the truth is very
different. What most know as Bushido is largely the creation of a single man:

Nitobe Inazo (FTiEF figi&, 1862—1933), who in 1900 published Bushido:
The Soul of Japan in English.

This book was not written in the Sengoku period (BfEFF{X), nor even
during the height of Tokugawa peace. It was a product of the Meiji era (BH;A
FF1X), when Japan was struggling to define itself in the eyes of the West. The
samurai class had already been abolished by the government in 1876; the
swords were sheathed by law. And yet, in the pages of Nitobe’s elegant prose,
the samurai spirit was reborn, not as a lived code of conduct, but as a national
philosophy designed for foreign consumption.

The Author and His Audience

Nitobe was no swordsman. He was a Christian convert, educated in
English literature and Western moral philosophy, trained in political economy
in America and Europe. His Bushido: The Soul of Japan was written in
English, not Japanese, with the explicit aim of explaining his homeland’s
moral backbone to a Western audience still suspicious of Japan’s rapid
modernization.

The work was well-timed. After Japan’s victory in the First Sino-Japanese
War (1894—1895), the country was rising on the global stage, but Western
powers still viewed it as an exotic, potentially unstable newcomer. Nitobe
sought to present Japan as a moral nation with a tradition every bit as noble as
Europe’s knightly chivalry. By constructing Bushido as Japan’s equivalent of
the medieval code of honor, he reassured the West that Japan was not a
barbarous upstart, but a civilization grounded in virtue.




The Myth of the Samurai Code

What Nitobe presented as Bushido was in fact a
carefully curated synthesis of Confucian ethics (%),
Zen Buddhist influence (#8), and Shinto spirituality (#8
18). He took scattered virtues long associated with the
warrior class—yu (B8, bravery), meiyo (%2, honor), jin
(1=, benevolence), chugi (82, loyalty), makoto (¥,
sincerity)—and organized them into a coherent ethical
system.

But the warriors of the Sengoku period would not have
recognized this as their daily manual. In that age,
pragmatism ruled: survival, loyalty to clan, opportunism in
shifting alliances. The “code” was fractured, contingent,
and often bloody. Only in the long Tokugawa peace
(1600—1868), when samurai no longer fought wars, did
moral and philosophical writings emerge to rationalize
what it meant to be a warrior without a battlefield. Yamaga
Soko (ILUEFET), Daidoji Yuzan (KEFKIL), and
Yamamoto Tsunetomo (LLUZSE &, author of the
Hagakure ZE[Z) gave voice to virtues that later generations
would weave into the fabric of Bushido.

Nitobe’s innovation was not in discovering this code
but in giving it a singular name, a singular voice, and an
international platform.

The Political Context

Japan at the dawn of the 20th century was a nation in
transition. The Meiji government sought to centralize
power, modernize industry, and secure international
respect. Yet it also needed to bind its citizens with a
unifying moral identity. By elevating the samurai spirit as
the essence of Japan, Nitobe gave the new nation both an
exportable myth and a usable ideology.

This ideology did not remain confined to bookshelves.
In the decades following, Bushido became part of the
nationalist education system, taught to schoolchildren and
soldiers alike. What had begun as Nitobe’s refined
dialogue with Western readers soon hardened into a state-
sponsored ethic, one that justified loyalty to the Emperor
(KR E, Tenno) and sacrifice for the nation.

By the time of the Pacific War, the virtues Nitobe had
framed for diplomacy were weaponized as tools of
militarism.
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The Value of Nitobe’s Vision

To dismiss Nitobe’s Bushido as mere fabrication,

however, would be to miss its cultural significance. His
book remains one of the earliest attempts to articulate
Japanese values to a global audience. It offered the world a
lens through which to see Japan not as alien, but as
human, virtuous, and worthy of respect.

Moreover, while not a literal code of Sengoku warriors,
the virtues Nitobe gathered were not invented out of thin
air. They were distilled from real ethical writings of the
Edo period, from the Confucian stress on gi (£,
righteousness) to the Zen-inspired acceptance of death.
His genius lay in weaving these threads into a tapestry
that resonated with the moral sensibilities of the modern
world.

Conclusion: The Living Myth

Bushido: The Soul of Japan is best understood not as
an ancient scripture, but as a myth created at a crucial
historical moment. It was less a record of what samurai
were, and more an ideal of what Japan wanted to be seen
as. Its value lies in its myth-making power: it gave shape to
scattered virtues, provided a diplomatic language of
morality, and ensured that the word Bushido itself would
enter global consciousness.

To study Nitobe’s work with clarity is to avoid both
blind reverence and cynical dismissal. It 1s to see how
nations craft their identities, how myths become tools of
diplomacy and politics, and how a single book written in
English at the turn of the century could redefine the image
of a warrior tradition for the entire world. @




Edward Castillo (Salahuddin Muhammad) is dojocho of the Takeshin Dojo and
director of the Nihonden Aikibujutsu Senyokai. An overseas director (Nihon
jujutsu division) for the Japanese Budo Association under his teacher, Asano
Yasuhito Sensei, Castillo Sensei is the current head of Hontai Hakkei-ryu, and a
student of Shinkage-ryu Hyoho (Asano-ha). He is retired from the fields of
private client and executive protection, and has also worked in fugitive recovery.

A Request from Castillo Sensei

My name i1s Edward Castillo. On October 20th, 2024, I had a series of cardiac
traumas, resulting in a hospitalization. | am in need of assistance as [ can’t work at
this time and things have taken a downturn financially. I am seeking assistance while
recovering from this life-changing situation. | am a martial arts instructor and have
a limited capacity for any physical activities. As you know, the monthly bills mount and it
becomes difficult to focus on recovery, with the other worries involved. I am working on
making a full recovery and my particular health insurance does not cover my cardiac
therapy. Thank you and any assistance is appreciated. All the best to you and yours.

Donate via

GoFundMe

Available from Amazon.com

A Journey of Sword and Spirit
Along the Way

“In an age that has largely lost touch with many of the
traditional values that built the world we all currently
inhabit, this work (and the dojo from which it sprang)
serve as a welcome oasis of wisdom, strength, and
serenity.”

Budo Renaissance Man

“For more than three decades, thousands of people have
become more centered, happier, and more successful with
Nicklaus Suino’s guidance. Suino has been called ‘one of
the leading martial arts instructors in North America,’” but
his influence radiates far beyond the dojo. This concise
biography of Suino presents a profile of an inspirational
leader whose accomplishments in martial arts were a
springboard to success as an author, attorney,
entrepreneur, life coach, husband, and father.”
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