
The Start of Japanese Emigration

TOKUGAWA SHOGUNATE (Samurai government) – National Isolation

Japanese citizens were prevented from leaving Japan for over 214 years 
starting in 1639. Sakoku (鎖国), which means “closed country,” was a policy 
of the Tokugawa Shogunate, established to remove the colonial and religious 
influence of (primarily) Spain and Portugal. It started in the 1630s. During 
sakoku, Japan developed its own culture. It was the time of the sword-
carrying samurai who walked through Edo (now called Tokyo), and of the 
ninja, who spied on the lords of Japan. At the same time, Japan lost its 
opportunity to get involved in the Industrial Revolution. A timeline is listed 
here:

• 1517 – The Protestant Reformation started.
• 1543 – Guns were first introduced to Tanegashima (an island in the southern tip 

of Japan) by the Portuguese.
• 1549 – Christianity was first introduced to Japan by Spanish missionaries.
• 1637 – Shimabara-Amakusa Ikki (the Shimabara War), a riot by the Christian 

farmers in the Shimabara area, occurred.
• 1639 – The Tokugawa government started sakoku, a policy of national isolation.

MEIJI ERA – Emigration Program Started

Japan started its emigration program in 1868 during the Meiji Era and after 
the samurai government (the Tokugawa Shogunate) had collapsed.

Sakoku ended after 1853 when four American steamships arrived and forced 
Japan to open its borders. Why did American steamships come to Japan and 
demand that the ports be opened? At the time, America was catching 
whales to fuel their oil lamps. They needed ports where they could get 
water and food supplies on their way to the South Pacific Ocean. Japan was 
the best location for them. Japan, left behind during the Industrial 



Revolution, had no choice but to accede to their demands and open the 
ports. This change became one of the leading causes behind the demise of 
the Tokugawa Shogunate. The samurai with their swords were gone, along 
with the ninjas.

The Meiji government, put in place after the Tokugawa Shogunate, was busy 
catching up to the Western world. As a small agricultural country in Asia, 
Japan had to work twice as hard to catch up, causing the Meiji government 
to create many new development projects. One of them was to send local 
Japanese abroad as emigrants which first started off as a government 
program, and eventually shifted to a privatized project.

Emigrants were sent out into the world until World War II. After the war, 
some emigration still continued, but in keeping with the economic growth of 
Japan, the emigration projects became fewer and eventually disappeared.
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