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The Concept of Early Ninjas and Its Subsequent Evolution



Akihiro Iwata (Peace Museum of Saitama)

This report presents the results of our examination of the early concept of the ninja
and its subsequent evolution.

The basic approach is grounded in cognitive science and cognitive linguistics. This
theory draws on a framework that posits that the knowledge structures (memory) and
cognitive processes underlying human perception are formed through the exchange of
information.

In cognitive linguistics, it is held that linguistic expressions (descriptions) represent
concepts; similarly, regarding the concept of “ninja,” we can grasp the concept held by a
specific group engaged in information exchange by examining the descriptions of “ninja”
and the presence and combinations of related terms.

For the analysis, I first created a database of descriptions containing nouns pronounced
“shinobi”—which refers to people or organizations—as well as nouns that include
“shinobi” as part of their name. At the same time, I collected the terms and descriptions
indicating the “shinobi’s” actions and the purposes behind them as recorded in each
data entry. Furthermore, to verify the presence, absence, and changes over time of
terms and descriptions indicating actions and their purposes, we collected historical
records regarding castles and fortifications based on the situation of “nighttime castle
sieges”—a scenario widely common to descriptions of “shinobi”—and gathered the terms
and descriptions indicating actions found in those records to compare them with the
shinobi historical records.

As a result, we were able to identify the following points regarding the concepts held by
the dominant samurai class—who engaged in the exchange of information through
written records—concerning shinobi, as well as the evolution of those concepts.

(1) Early ninja were recognized as figures who, amid the turmoil of the Northern and
Southern Courts period in the mid-14th century, carried out arson and the seizure of
castles through covert infiltration and combat, and at times also served as messengers
on the battlefield. Considering the context of related terms, it can be concluded that this
concept of the ninja corresponds to the period in the Middle Ages when samurai began
to fortify themselves in castles to fight. This situation remained unchanged until the
first half of the 16th century.

(2) In the latter half of the 16th century, in addition to their previous activities, they
came to be recognized as those who dispersed defeated soldiers and residents after the
capture of a castle and gathered intelligence for castle sieges. Ninja during this period

appear to have been viewed as agents responsible for a wide range of military



operations, marking a period of transformation in the concept of the ninja.

(3) By the end of the 16th century, around the time of the Toyotomi regime’s unification
of the country, intelligence gathering became the primary focus of their activities. They
were recognized as entities responsible for guarding castles and castle towns, as well as
engaging in looting and theft at castles and encampments in other domains.

(4) From the mid-17th century onward, following the Amakusa Rebellion, warfare
ceased to be part of the concept of ninja activities; instead, their roles were recognized
as messengers, intelligence gatherers, and enforcers conducting patrols and searches
within castle towns and domains. Even during the 19th-century arrivals of foreign ships
and the turmoil of the end of Edo period, they were primarily viewed as those
responsible for intelligence gathering.

Additionally, several related points were identified. Deploying a shinobi in an operation
was originally written as “tsukeru” (to attach), though later the terms “tsukawasu” (to
dispatch) and “ireru” (to infiltrate) came into use.

The phrase “shinobikomu” (to sneak in) referred to the actions of criminals until the
early modern period and had no connection to shinobi. The terms “shinobi-toru” and
“shinobi-otosu” relate only to the shinobi, and can be considered military terms

referring to the capture or occupation of a castle by shinobi.



