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Annotation:  In the mid-16th century, during Japan’s Sengoku (Warring States) period, 

the country experienced major transformations due to the introduction of European 

firearms and Christianity. In 1543, a Portuguese ship accidentally arrived at Tanegashima 

Island, bringing with it the matchlock gun—a revolutionary weapon in Japan’s military 

history. The Japanese quickly learned to reproduce and improve this technology, leading to 

significant changes in warfare tactics and castle architecture. Simultaneously, Jesuit 

missionaries, led by Francis Xavier, introduced Christianity, which gained followers among 

the population and some powerful daimyo, known as "Kirishitan Daimyo." This cultural 

and technological exchange with the West had lasting effects on Japanese politics, society, 

and international relations.  
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Introduction  

The Sengoku period (1467–1615) in Japan was a time of social upheaval, political 

intrigue, and nearly constant military conflict. Amid this domestic turmoil, foreign influence 

from Europe brought about pivotal changes. This essay explores how the arrival of 

Portuguese firearms and Christian missionaries in the 16th century transformed Japanese 

warfare, religion, and foreign relations.  

Arrival of Firearms  

In 1543, Portuguese traders arrived at Tanegashima, an island in southern Japan. They 

introduced the matchlock gun (known in Japan as hinawajū), a weapon previously unknown 

in the region. The local lord, Tanegashima Tokitaka, recognized its potential and purchased 

two guns for 2,000 ryō, a significant sum. Japanese craftsmen quickly mastered the 

technology, particularly in Sakai and Kunitomo, where mass production began. The use of 

firearms revolutionized military strategy, shifting from cavalry-based warfare to organized 

infantry units known as teppōtai (gun squads). Castles were redesigned with thicker walls to 

resist bullets, and battles became shorter and more decisive.  

Nanban Trade and Cultural Exchange  

Alongside firearms, trade between Japan and European powers such as Portugal and 

Spain flourished. Known as Nanban Bōeki (Southern Barbarian Trade), it brought luxury 

goods like silk, wool, glassware, clocks, and spices into Japan. In return, Japan exported 

silver and swords. This trade created economic opportunities, especially in ports like 

Nagasaki, Hirado, and Sakai, and stimulated interest in Western goods and ideas.  

Introduction of Christianity  
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In 1549, Francis Xavier of the Jesuit order arrived in Kagoshima and began missionary 

work with permission from local daimyo. Over time, many missionaries followed, including 

Luís Fróis. These missionaries not only preached but also assisted in trade , leading some 

daimyo to convert to Christianity to gain political and economic advantages. These converts, 

known as *Kirishitan Daimyo*, included prominent figures such as Ōtomo Sōrin, Arima 

Harunobu, and Ōmura Sumitada. Christianity’s message of equality  and its social 

contributions, such as hospitals and orphanages, appealed to the common people. By the 

early 17th century, there were reportedly over 300,000 Christians in Japan.  

Conclusion  

The introduction of firearms and Christianity during the Sengoku  period was a turning 

point in Japanese history. While firearms permanently altered the nature of warfare, 

Christianity influenced social and political dynamics. This period marked Japan’s first 

significant interaction with the West, laying the groundwork for future cultural exchanges 

and conflicts. Though the Tokugawa shogunate would later suppress Christianity and limit 

foreign contact, the legacy of the 16th-century encounters remains significant.  
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