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Abstract This study aims to elucidate the political, social, and economic factors that 

influenced the formation of the samurai class and to explore its establishment. Focusing 

on the social changes from the late Heian period to the early Kamakura period, it 

examines how samurai evolved from mere armed groups into entities responsible for 

maintaining order and defending territories. By analyzing the manor system, the rise of 

local clans, and the connection with Buddhist thought, the study clarifies the samurai’s 

cultural and political roles. The findings reveal that samurai were not just warriors but 

played a central role in shaping social structures and cu ltural development.  
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Main Body  

1. The Process of Forming the Samurai Class  

The origins of the samurai class are complex and cannot be attributed to a single 

factor. Traditional theories claim that the samurai emerged when newly empowered 

provincial lords armed themselves for self-defense. However, current scholarship often 

emphasizes the role of military aristocratic families and lower-ranking court officials—

such as the Seiwa Genji and the Kanmu Heishi—as foundational. These warrior elites 

became connected to manorial and provincial administrative systems during the late 

Heian period, developing as estate managers.  

In the mid-Heian period, the central court’s local administration centralized power in 

regional officials (jito and kokushi), which provoked armed resistance from wealthy 

provincial farmers. To defend themselves, these officials hired private soldie rs drawn 

from local captives (fusshu). Tensions with the local populace grew, and many of these 

private armies were sent to frontier areas like Tohoku. Meanwhile, displaced officials and 

their descendants began serving in quelling regional unrest, gradually becoming 

recognized as samurai.  

During the cloistered rule (insei), powerful court retainers began forming their own 

armed groups, laying the groundwork for the later establishment of samurai offices 

(samuraidokoro) and military structures. In the eastern provinces, prominent clans like 

the Minamoto and Taira led spontaneously organized samurai bands that protected land 

rights, collected tribute, and maintained regional order. The breakdown of public land 

regulations (kokugikomin) and the rise of private  landholdings (shōen) further 
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accelerated this emergence. As the role of the imperial police (kenin, nobidashi) declined, 

local communities increasingly relied on samurai for security, solidifying their social 

importance. Thus, the samurai class emerged through a complex interplay of central-local 

political shifts, changes in landholding systems, growing social instability, and the 

militarization of governance.  

2. The Shōen System and the Rise of Local Warrior Elites  

From the mid-Heian period onward, the rapid expansion of the shōen (private estates) 

system played a critical role in forming the samurai class. Shōen were privately -owned 

estates managed by court nobles and religious institutions outside direct imperial control. 

Their proliferation signaled a decline in centralized authority and a rise in local 

autonomy.  

By the mid-11th century, shōen managers—estate stewards (shōkan), district heads 

(gunji), and village chiefs (gōji)—were increasingly expected to handle taxation and 

security, often appointing militarized retainers. This elevated samurai from battlefield 

agents to estate managers with both political and economic influence.  

Local warrior elites consolidated power around these estates, forging alliances with 

central nobles to legitimize land control. They defended their holdings through force, 

gradually forming autonomous military domains that foreshadowed samurai -led 

governance structures. Mid-ranking nobles like the Settsū Genji emerged as “military 

aristocrats,” openly mobilizing in the late 11th century as armed supporters of cloistered 

rule. Leaders such as Minamoto no Yorinobu and Minamoto no Yoshiie were deployed 

by the court to suppress local rebellions, reinforcing the organizational character of 

samurai groups. The shōen system thus provided the essential infrastructure for a new 

warrior class possessing both martial and administrative authority.  

3.The Relationship Between Buddhist Thought and Bushidō  

The formation of bushidō (the warrior code) was strongly influenced by Buddhist 

philosophy, especially Zen. From the Kamakura period onward, Zen sects—Rinzai and 

Sōtō—were embraced by the samurai, deeply shaping their spiritual culture. Concepts 

like mujōkan (impermanence), shōji ichinyo (the unity of life and death), and kokki -shin 

(self-mastery) offered psychological stability for samurai facing mortal danger.  

The idea of impermanence fostered a mindset that accepted mortality as a natural 

aspect of life, helping warriors maintain mental equilibrium amid constant confrontation 

with death. The Zen principle of sokkon sokushin soku-butsu (“now, mind, Buddha”) 

emphasized total presence in action—supporting the rapid decision-making essential on 

the battlefield.  

After the establishment of the Kamakura shogunate, prominent Zen monks like Nanpo 

Shōmyō and Musō Soseki served as spiritual mentors to warrior leaders, promoting 

temple construction and cultural development. Through such exchanges, Zen aesthetics 
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and moral principles infused samurai poetry, calligraphy, tea ceremony, and other 

cultural expressions. Samurai verses by figures like Minamoto no Sanetomo and Hōjō 

Tokimune reflect Buddhist themes such as impermanence (mujō) and emptiness (kū), 

illustrating bushidō’s evolution into not only a code of combat ethics but also of inner 

cultivation.  

4. The Influence of Social and Economic Factors  

Social and economic dynamics also played a major role in the emergence of the 

samurai class. As imperial authority waned around the end of the Heian period and the 

start of the Kamakura era, local warrior elites became central to maintaining order and 

defending territories. The collapse of the shōen system required samurai to establish their 

economic autonomy, solidifying their position as estate managers. Shifts in landholding 

structures bolstered their social standing and culminated in the formal establishment of 

the Kamakura shogunate. The creation of official samurai ranks and titles further 

reinforced their political authority and class identity.  

5. The Cultural and Political Role of the Samurai Class  

The samurai were not merely a martial class; they served as cultural and political 

pillars of society. Politically, under the Kamakura shogunate and subse quent feudal 

regimes, samurai formed the backbone of governance through the lord-vassal 

relationship—a system that structured authority within the bakuhan domain 

administration. Samurai implemented institutions like the shugo (military governor) and 

jito (estate steward), which centralized local rule and ensured order.  

Culturally, samurai engaged in poetry, calligraphy, tea ceremony, and Noh drama, 

maintaining a high level of education and contributing to Japanese culture. Chinese 

poetry (kanshi) became a favored medium to express their ideals and ethics. The shoin-

zukuri architectural style embodied samurai dignity and etiquette, symbolizing an ordered 

and respectful social environment. The bushidō values of loyalty (chūgi), honor (meiyo), 

and courtesy (reisetsu) provided the ethical foundation for the bakuhan system and 

became ingrained as enduring social norms in Japan.  
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