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Concubinage Among Japanese Noble Families
in the Early Meiji Period

Kiyomi MORIOKA

Concubines were once prevalent among wealthy Japanese men untill around the
turn of the present century. While they had some harmful impacts on marital
relationships of the concerned, they supplied affectional gratification to their master-
husbands, and played important roles, through their children, in succeeding to the family
headship and related rights and obligations, and also in developing kin networks among
better-off families. In other words, they performed a certain positive functions to the
upper-class family system of Meiji Japan. Nevertheless, they have not been made a
subject of any serious studies except legal investigations, probably because they were
socially despised and men who kept them were condemned as immoral. A strong moral
sanction began to be applied against the custom of concubinage only around the
beginning of the 20th century under the impact of the western powers and thoughts.

In the present paper I treat the practice of concubinage among noble families
where it exhibited positive functions so much that it was made almost a rule, in the early
Meiji period when it was still a socially accepted and legally recognized custom, but was
already placed under a critical examination.

First, I trace the shift of legal status of concubines from legitimacy in the old
criminal law (1870) to illegitimcy in the new one (1880), introducing discussions pro and
con among civil opinon leaders as well as governmental bureaucrats, and mentioning
adjustments of the new law with related regulations and consequences of its enforcement
in 1882.

Second, I examine quantitatively the actual state of concubines in this transitional
period, drawing data from the Household Register of the Nobility edited in 1878-79. The
390 families recorded on the four volumes of the register include 105 imperial court
nobles and 285 feudal lords, all being traditional nobles and resident in Tokyo. (The
volume which recorded additional 65 court nobles living outside of Tokyo is missing.

Thus, 629 of court nobles, as against 100% of feudal lords, are brought to enumeration.)



3)

RO ERIL R B 5%

Third, 1 observe qualitatively the actual state of concubines,taking data from
diaries and biographies of noble men who or whose sons kept concubines in this period.
Due to shortage of relevant data,the two men I deal with here are neither court nobles
nor feudal lords, but head priests of Buddhist sects characterized by the system of
hereditary priesthood, the third category of the traditional nobility. In spite of the
eccentricity of representation, the cases will afford usefull information to understand the
common nature of concubinage among noble families in that period.

Finally, I discuss the function of concubinage, a basic premise lying behind the

practice, and the nature of society which made the practice a functional prerequisite.
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