I recently had the opportunity to visit Japan for a conference on the history of economic thought. While I enjoyed the academic discussions, I was more interested in exploring the rich and diverse culture of Japan, especially its art and medieval weaponry.

One of the highlights of my trip was visiting the Tokyo National Museum, which houses a vast collection of artworks from various periods and regions of Japan. I was particularly impressed by the paintings and scrolls depicting scenes from the Heian era (794–1185), which show a refined and elegant aesthetic that contrasts with the more turbulent times that followed. The museum also has a section dedicated to swords and armor, which display the craftsmanship and skill of Japanese smiths and warriors.

Another place that fascinated me was the Samurai Museum in Shinjuku, which offers a more interactive and immersive experience of the samurai culture. The museum has a variety of exhibits, such as replicas of famous swords, helmets, and armor, as well as original items from the Edo period (1603–1868). The museum also offers demonstrations of sword fighting and martial arts, as well as opportunities to try on samurai costumes and pose for photos.

One thing that struck me about Japan was the contrast between its ancient traditions and its modern innovations. On one hand, Japan preserves and respects its heritage, as evident in its temples, shrines, festivals, and ceremonies. On the other hand, Japan embraces and leads the world in technology, as evident in its skyscrapers, bullet trains, robots, and anime. I found this contrast both intriguing and inspiring.

During the medieval period in Japan, the structure of society and its economy exhibited characteristics reminiscent of a decentralized laissez-faire system. The political landscape was dominated by regional warlords, known as daimyo, who exercised control over their respective territories. These daimyo were not bound by a centralized authority, and the absence of a strong central government allowed for the emergence of a competitive and vibrant market system. In this environment, merchants, artisans, and farmers could trade goods and services freely, responding to the demands of the market and the diverse needs of the population.

Moreover, the decentralized nature of power in medieval Japan fostered a culture of self-reliance and personal responsibility. The samurai, the warrior class, were not merely fighters but also disciplined individuals who adhered to a strict code of ethics, known as bushido. This code emphasized virtues such as loyalty, honor, and integrity—values that resonate with the principles of a voluntary and cooperative society. In this sense, the samurai embodied the spirit of entrepreneurship and individual initiative, as they sought to forge their own destinies and protect their communities from external threats. Thus, the social and economic landscape of medieval Japan provides a fascinating example of a society that, while not exactly one I would want to live in, managed to thrive and prosper in the absence of a centralized authority.
