The Role of Gender and Education
in the Works of Hetan Women Writers

ITOH Moriyuki

The flourishing of Japanese women writers during ancient times is without a doubt a
rare occurrence globally, but much of their success I postulate stems from the kind of
education they received and the cultural expertise and knowledge that they acquired and I
will attempt to shed some new light on the subject in this paper.

In various aspects of the Heian culture, at least on the surface a distinctive difference
between male and female cultural accomplishments seemed operative. Paul Gordon
Shalow and Janet Walker in the “Introduction” of The Woman's Hand : Gender and Theory
in Japanese Women's Writing (Stanford University Press, 1996), present the difference
between male and female discursive writings in the following manner :

A collection of essays that take woman's writing as its primary subject assumes a
link between gender and discursive practice. Such a linkage has existed from the
very beginning in Japanese literature, with the distinction made in the Heian period
(794-1185) between vernacular writing (what H. Richard Okada calls “hiragana
discourse”) done in “the woman's hand” (onna-de) and Chinese writing done in
“male letters” (otoko-moji).

As you know, the labeling of kana as the “woman's hand” and kanji as “male letters”
stems from the fact that the primary practitioners of each was gender differentiated as
female in the former and male in the latter. However, in actuality kana was used by both
men and women. The reason it became known as the purview of women lies, less in the
fact that women used it than in the fact that it was the only mode of written expression for
women, while men had access to both kana and kanji.

If it were indeed the case that there was a gender differentiation in the actual utilization
of these discourses, then a similar kind of differentiation should prevail in all aspects of the
literature of the period. In fact the prevailing image of Heian literature is that there were

two major trends, women's literature in kana and men's literature in kanbun, but that

Japanified kanbun literature was but a pale imitation of Chinese literature and that the
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“essential” features of Japanese literature resided in the kana literature. Thus, it was the
women writers who wrote the belles lettres of the period. Basically this assessment of the
period is not in error, but it is so only in the broadest of sense of the word, and this
assessment overestimates the impenetrability of the barrier between the male and female
discourses. In Heian studies the differences between men and women have been
highlighted in various aspects of the culture and those differences have become a matter of
course, but if we examine the situation more closely, we find that the differences are not as
clearly defined as we first thought.

If, for example, we look at the role that Ki no Tsurayuki played in the formation of
kana literature, we find that he not only composed the kana preface to the Kokinshii (A
Collection of Ancient and Modern Poems) but he also wrote the first full-fledged kana
diary, The Tosa Diary (Tosa nikki), in which he sets up a woman figure as narrator. At the
time male courtiers kept diaries in kanbun and it probably would have caused both writer
and reader alike some consternation to have a man write a diary in kana. It was probably
for this reason that Tsurayuki took the unusual route of utilizing a female narrator to speak
in his stead(however, this is not the only reason). Whatever the case may be, it is
noteworthy that in an age when kanbun was the usual discourse for men, it was a man who
created the new genre of kana diaries. Besides, Tsurayuki was not alone. Monogatari tales
such as The Tale of the Woodcutter (Taketori monogatari), The Tale of Ochikubo (Ochikubo
monogatari), and The Tale of the Hollow Tree (Utsuho monogatari) were all written by
men from what we can glean from both their contents and discursive style. The tenth
century was a time when kana discourse developed most prominently, but the contributions
that men made in the arenas of waka poetry, nikki diaries, and monogatari tales were of no
small matter.

From my discussion thus far it should be clear that men did not maintain their
distances vis-a-vis kana literature but in fact actively participated in the creation of the new
kana literary mode of expression through the writing of diaries and tales. But what about
the opposite scenario, that is, what kind of interaction did the women establish with kanbun
discourse?

Throughout the Heian period kanbun literary compostions by women are few and far
between, but that should not necessarily indicate that women had little or no cultural
capital in kanbun literature. After all, what is termed “woman's hand” originated from the
simplification of kanji characters and before the appearance of kana orthography kanji was

the only mode of written expression, so women had to be have some acquaintance with
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Chinese orthography. Thus at least during the early years of the Heian period even women
must have had many opportunities to read works in classical Chinese. In this way they
acquired not just a knowledge of Chinese characters but acquired as cultural capital, a
knowledge of the contents of the Chinese classics themselves. The imperial family and the
aristocrats of the Nara through the Heian periods were ardent in their desire to create
Chinese poetry and we find evidence of that in the compilation of imperially commissioned
and other anthologies of Chinese poetry. And in these we find such accomplished female
poets as Emperor Saga's daughter, Princess Uchiko, who lived from 807-847.

However, we cannot neglect the fact that there seems to have been a change in
women's relationship to kanbun discourse between early Heian period when the
establishment of kana was yet to happen and the mid to late Heian when kana literary
discourse becomes fully ensconced in the culture. The image of Heian literature as gender
differentiated is established in the mid to late Heian period, as the study of kanbun
becomes associated with men while women's formal training becomes more and more
limited to the kana arena. Murasaki Shikibu, considered to be the most accomplished
figure of her times, notes this trend in numerous instances in both her diary and in The Tale
of Genji (Genji monogatari). In The Tale of Genji, for example, Murasaki comments that
there was a clear differentiation made between education for girls and for boys. In the tale
Genji's plan of action for women like Murasaki no ue and Tamakazura was markedly
different from that for his son Yfigiri. For Murasaki no ue and Tamakazura, Genji expends
great energy and care in managing their education, including not just guidance in the
acquisition of musical skills but also in the recommendation of the monogatari reading.
These do not appear to be concerns he had for Yagiri. Ygiri simply enters the university at
an early age where he was to dedicate himself to kanbun studies for many years.

The Diary of Murasaki Shikibu (Murasaki Shikibu nikki) itself notes that kanbun
studies was not necessary for girls. For example, in one diary entry Murasaki Shikibu's
ladies rebuke Murasaki for persuing her late husband's classical Chinese texts as a means
to console herself after his passing. They say, “It's because our mistress reads such books
that she cannot find happiness. What kind of women would read Chinese classics? In the
past women were even prohibited from reading the sutras.” And Murasaki who is criticized
in this way is equally harsh in her rebuke of women like Sei Shonagon who show off their
knowledge of Chinese. Murasaki felt that women should not behave badly and be
moderate in all matters. However, we should not take such comments at face value. As a

case in point, let us look again at the description of Murasaki whiling away her time after
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the death of her husband. In actuality in this scene Murasaki has two book boxes before
her. The diary even notes their contents. One holds a series of Chinese books her husband
left her, the other, waka poetry collections and monogatari tales. The writing here is
meticulous. Murasaki who disliked vanity of any kind adeptly steers away from any
boastful display of her abilities in Chinese by carefully imbedding this episode in a section
in which is centered on the grief she feels over the loss of her husband. However, what was
of the greatest comfort to Murasaki was not the poetry collections and tales right in front of
her but the Chinese texts for which her hands instinctively stretched out to take up, so we
can conclude that the true significance of the incidence lies in the subtle highlighting of
Murasaki's non-traditional accomplishments in Chinese.

The Murasaki Shikibu Diary further depicts Murasaki's ambivalence toward the so-
called male academic domain of Chinese studies. On the one hand, she cautions against
women's showing off their knowledge of Chinese letters, but, on the other, she repeatedly
talks about her erudition as a scholar and her superior abilities, forming a paradoxical
foundation of the diary itself. Why was Murasaki Shikibu so obsessed with Chinese
studies? Murasaki herself provides an answer. In the following passage she describes
what can be considered a pivotal moment in her ambivalence.

When my younger brother Shikibu no J6 was studying the Chinese classics, I always
sat near by and learned the passage simply by listening. And even the sections which
my brother had trouble learning or kept forgetting, I strangely enough understood
immediately, so much so that my academically zealous father always lamented, “It is
unfortunate that this child (Murasaki) was not a boy. What regrettable luck!”

This passage makes it clear without a doubt the reason for Murasaki's obsession
concerning Chinese studies. The young Murasaki's academic brilliance not only failed to
make her learned father happy but on the contrary vexed him greatly. Born in a scholarly
family, Murasaki possessed intelligence which surpassed that of her sibling but, as a
daughter, there was no appropriate venue through which her abilities could be fully
showcased. From her first encounter with Chinese studies, Murasaki was forced to come
face to face with the pride she felt in her innate abilities in Chinese studies, equal to any
male scholar, and the sorrow that, as a woman, there was no way for her to publicly display
her erudition.

At this juncture we must also take note as well that knowledge of Chinese history and
literature played an essential part in the writing of The Tale of Genji . This, thus, indicates

that, despite Mursaski's father's laments, Murasaki Shikibu steadfastly continued to study
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Chinese literature and her father did not prohibit her to do so. If this had not been the case,
we would not be able to explain Emperor Ichijo's comment on Genji,: “This person (the
author of Genji) surely has read The Nihongi, an official history of Japan written in
Chinese .” Nor would we be able to provide a good reading on how Murasaki Shikibu was
able to serve as Empress Shoshi's personal tutor on The Po Collection (Hakushimonjyi, ca.
824), a collection of writings by T'ang poet Po Chu-i.

The Diary of Murasaki Shikibu records instances of Murasaki Shikibu's studying of
Chinese letters as well as Murasaki's instructing Shoshi in The Po Collection and these
serve as important evidence through which to examine the relationship of women to
Chinese letters of the period. Simply because we cannot find other indications of women
studying the Chinese classics, it does not mean that Muraski Shikibu was anomalous in her
learning of the male dominated arena of Chinese letters. It seems quite clear that many of
the women writers of the period had training in Chinese letters. For example, we can find
evidence of Sei Shonagon's erudition in the Chinese classics in The Pillow Book(Makura
no soshi). Akazomeemon, the wife of kanbun scholar Oe no Masahira and a fellow lady-
in-waiting with Murasaki, is considered to be the author of a historical tale, The Tale of
Flowering Fortunes(Eiga monogatari), so there is no doubt that she had impeccable
command of the contents of the Nihongi. Further, Sugawara Takasue no musume, the
author of The Sarashina Diary(Sarashina nikki), is the direct descendant of the famed
Chinese poetry scholar Sugawara no Michizane and, like Murasaki Shikibu, was also from
a scholarly family. However, unlike Murasaki Shikibu, Takasue no musume neither
describes her father and older brother as a scholar, nor any instances in which she herself
reads the Chinese classics. Despite this, she is also thought to have composed The Tale of
the Hamamatsu Counselor (Hamamatsu Chiinagon monogatari) which takes place in part
in China. Since she had never been to China herself, she must have utilized her command
of Chinese literature to enable her descriptions of China.

From the examples and passages I have discussed, we can only conclude that the Heian
period so-called “women's literature” and “kanbun Chinese literature” do not maintain
strict divisions but are more mutually porous than first meets the eye. Broadly speaking,
the Heian tradition was marked by a division between men and women, but, when we
examine the literary works of the period, we find that the division was not as divisive as it
might first appear. Kanbun Chinese letters and kana letters (and the male and female
writers who utilized them) were not as oppositionally positioned as is generally thought,

but actually formed a mutually stimulating and challenging relationship. Thus, although it

71



goes without saying that the contribution of Heian women writers and the development of
kana literature go hand in hand, it is also a fact that the stimulation these women received

from kanbun letters caused their works to achieve the heights that they did.

Notes
This paper is written for presentation at the Across Time and Genre Conference (University of Alberta,
Edmonton, August 16-20, 2001) and translated by Lynne K. Miyake. Special thanks to Lynne and thanks

also to Joshua Mostow and Toshiko Imazeki for their thought-provoking comments at the conference.
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A collection of essays that take woman's writing as its primary subject assumes a link between
gender and discursive practice. Such a linkage has existed from the very beginning in Japanese
literature, with the distinction made in the Heian period (794-1185) between vernacular writing (what
H. Richard Okada calls “hiragana discourse” ) done in “the woman's hand” (onna-de) and Chinese
writing done in “male letters” (otoko-moji).
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