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Japan Under the Shogun and Mongol Invasion 
 

The Shogun 
All Japan mourned when Prince Shotoku died in 622 AD. Many clans fought for power. By about 850, the 

Fujiwara family (clan) was running the country. Eventually, other clans began to resent the power of the Fujiwara and 
began to raise their own private armies loyal to their own clans. The clans united to overthrow the Fujiwara, and the 
Minamoto clan, led by Minamoto Yoritomo, gain control of Japan. Yoritomo was given the title of shogun, or supreme 
military commander.” In the past, the emperor granted the title of shogun to the leader of the imperial army, and 
that title had always been temporary. Yoritomo planned to make it permanent and to use it to rule in the name of 
the emperor. The Japanese government under the shogun was called the shogunate. The period during which the 
Minamotos controlled the shogunate is called the Minamoto shogunate. 

Over the centuries, two other ruling families – the Ashikaga and the Tokugawa – would also provide 
shoguns. The shogun was supposed to serve the emperor. In reality, he was the leader of Japan. The shogun had 
enormous power. The shogun was the chief military officer of Japan, The shogun also controlled all appointments to 
the government, the law of the entire country, the finances of the government and the country, and even the courts. 
From the moment the shogunate began, the goal of every powerful family in Japan was to gain control of it. As a 
result, the period of the shogunate was marked by many civil wars.  
 

1. A shogun is: 
a. The supreme military commander b. The leader of the imperial army 
c. A title that had once been temporary d. All answers are correct 

 
2. Around 850 AD, Yoritomo Minamoto was given the title of shogun. How did Yoritomo plan to use this title? 

a. He planned to make it permanent and to use it to 
rule in the name of the emperor. 

b. He planned to serve the emperor for a period of 4 
years and then retire. 

c. He planned to do away with the title because it 
caused so much trouble. 

d. He planned to wage war against every powerful 
family in Japan. 
 

3. What did the shogun control? 
a. All appointments to the government b. The law of the country 
c. The finances of the government and the country d. All of the answers are correct 

 

The Ashikaga and Tokugawa Shogunates 
After Yoritomo died, other shoguns from the Minamoto family took his place. Over time, the Minamoto 

shogunate began to lose control of Japan. Remember, rival families often warred to try to become the leaders of 
Japan. In 1336, armies loyal to the Ashikaga family captured the important city of Kyoto. The Ashikagas quickly 
gained power, and in 1338, Ashikaga Takauji became the shogun of Japan. His shogunate was based in Kyoto. 

The Askikaga family controlled Japan for more than 200 years. This period is called the Ashikaga shogunate. 
But like the Minamotos before them, the Ashikagas gradually lost control. During at least half of their rule, the 
country was in a state of civil war. Samurais loyal to different families fought battle after battle. Each was trying to 
control the shogunate.  

Toward the end of the Askikagas’ rule, civil war racked Japan. This time of clan warfare was known as “The 
Age of the Country at War.” As violence spread, respect for the emperor declined. Emperors were so poor during this 
time, that one emperor resorted to selling poems that he copied in his beautiful handwriting. During the late 1500s, 
three rival daimyos came to power in quick succession. The first, Oda Nobunaga, ended the Ashikagas’ rule. 
Nobunaga reduced the power of the warlords by trying to bring Japan “under a single sword.” He was soon killed. 
Toyotomi Hideyoshi then came to power. He brought peace to the country through personal loyalty to him. He also 
tried, but failed, to conquer Korea. Upon his death, the clans began to quarrel once again. 

The third daimyo who came to power during this period was Tokugawa Ieyasu. He became shogun in 1603. 
When he became shogun, Tokugawa Ieyasu established his capital at Edo. Later, Edo would be renamed Tokyo. 
Tokyo is still the capital of Japan. He wanted a unified Japan without civil war. He required the daimyo to destroy 
their castles and spend much of the year in Edo, where he could watch over them. The Tokugawa shogunate 
controlled Japan for the next 250 years. The Tokugawa shogunate lasted until the end of the shogunate period in 
1867. During most of this time, there was no civil war or rebellion in the country. Thus, the period from about 1603 
to 1867 is called the Great Peace of the Tokugawas. 

Once Japan was at peace, the samurai way of life changed. Many samurai eventually took government jobs. 
In 1876, new laws prohibited the samurai from carrying swords. Samurai felt that his law insulted their honor. 



Today, the ideals of the samurai and the warrior code of bushido live on in a school of Japanese marital arts known 
as Kendo.  
 

4. What shogunate did the Ashikaga shogunate replace? 
a. The Minamoto shogunate b. The Kyoto shogunate 
c. The Tokugawa shogunate d. The Yamato shogunate 

 
5. What city did Edo later become? 

a. Nagasaki b. Tokyo 
c. Hiroshima d. Hokkadio 

 
6. Which statement about the Tokugawa shogunate is FALSE? 

a. Tokugawa Ieyasu became shogun in 1603. b. The Tokugawa rule Japan for the next 250 years. 
c. During the Tokugawa shogunate, there were many 

civil wars. 
d. The Tokugawa shogunate was the last shogunate in 

Japan.  
 

7. Once Japan was at peace, the samurai way of life changed. In 1876, new laws prohibited the samurai from: 
a. Carrying swords b. Fighting in the streets 
c. Owning businesses d. Working for the government 

 
8. Which shogun wanted to bring Japan “under a single sword?” 

a. Tokugawa Ieyasu b. Oda Nobunaga 
c. Toyotomi Hideyoshi d. Ashikaga Takauji 

 
9. How did Toyotomi Hideyoshi bring peace to Japan?  

a. He destroyed the daimyo castles. b. He made daimyo and samurai government officials.  
c. He prohibited samurai from carrying swords. d. He achieved peace through personal loyalty to him. 

 
10. Today, a school of Japanese martial arts encourages the ideals of the samurai and the warrior code of bushido. This 
school of marital arts is known as: 

a. Karate b. Judo 
c. Kendo d. Sumo 

 

The Mongol Invasion 
In 1268, Kubali Khan sent official representatives to Japan to demand tribute. Japan refused, and in 1274, the 
Mongols sent an armada, or large fleet of ships, to Japan. Over 450 ships carried 25,000 Mongol and Korean 
troops, horses, and weapons. The newest weapon used by the Mongols was the bomb. Samurai from all over Japan 
held off the Mongol attacks. The Mongol ships were eventually destroyed in a storm and the invasion ended. After 
some time, the Mongols sent other representatives to Japan demanding tribute. The shogun responded by having 
the Mongol representatives beheaded on the beach. In 1281, the Mongols attacked again – this time with a larger 
force (140,000). The outnumbered samurai fought valiantly for 2 months but could not hold out much longer. 
Without warning, a typhoon, a violent tropical storm, came roaring across the sea. In the end, the Mongol were either 
destroyed by the typhoon or killed by the samurai. The Japanese believed that Shinto “kami” had sent the typhoon 
to save them. Therefore, they called the typhoon kamikaze, or “wind of the gods.” 
 

11. The Japanese believed that Shinto “kami” sent a typhoon to save them from the Mongols. They called the typhoon “the 
wind of the gods,” or: 

a. Kamikaze b. Shindo 
c. Bushido d. Dojo  

 
12. Why did the Mongols invade Japan? 

a. Japan tried to conquer the Mongol empire in China.  b. Japan refused to pay tribute to the Mongols.  
c. Japan tried to invade Korea.  d. It was a strategic move for Kublai Khan’s goal to rule 

all of Asia.  
 

13. What new weapon was use by the Mongols against the samurai? 
a. Guns b. Rockets  
c. Bow and arrow d. Bombs 

 
14. Which word best fits the definition: a large fleet of ships. 

a. Bushido b. Katana 
c. Armada d. Kamikaze 


