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The Aristocracy in the Heian Period and Kishu (Noble Birth)
by

KM Hyunkyung

Kishu ¥ Hi (noble birth) is used as a term while discussing the class
structure of Medieval Japan. This term is related to the theory of kemmon
taisei (the system of governance by several powerful families) proposed by
Toshio Kuroda. It is said that kishu is the primary social class for a group of
leaders from powerful aristocratic families, and prescribed by the standard
of an official rank. However, although Kuroda brought the word kishu from
historical records in the medieval period, it is also found from 9" century
documents. In the aspect of ancient Japanese history, kishu is considered as
the word concerning the lineage of the Emperor. The relationship between
ancient and medieval concepts of kishu has not been argued at all
Establishing a consistent understanding of kishu is important for a
discussion of the turning point in Japanese history, a serious change from
the ancient society to the medieval one. In this article, I clarify the meaning
and the indicated target of kishu using examples of historical records during
the Heian period, especially shijo(preface of poems) which was rarely used in
historical researches, so that new findings on families and the family status
in Japan's medieval age can be provided.

The first appearance of kishu in historical documents is in the early 9™
century. It is used by a scholar-nobleman who used to be a monjosho
(student of literary studies in the Imperial University), as a meaning of
‘offsprings of 3" court rank officers or higher. It is determined that the
word kishu came from literature and history books of ancient China, which
were textbooks for monjoshas. According to those examples, it is found that
kishu was relevant to the blood of noblemen who had high court rank. It
does not apply to the Imperial family.

However, Sugawara no Michizane, a scholar-nobleman with a monjosho
career, was using the word kishu in a different way in the late 9" century
document. He called a daughter of the Emperor as kishu, so that a member
of the Imperial family was treated like offsprings of high rank noblemen.
Each of 3" court rank officers or higher was given his own domestic
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governing institution, and it was same for sons and daughters of the
Emperor. Those families were called Oshinkes, which were so powerful that
they began to have influence over the appointment of monjoshos in the early
9" century, when the word kishu first appeared. Therefore, considering the
actual situation at that time, kishu indicated descendants of Oshinkes as
powerful families.

After that, the word kishu did not appear until the middle of 11 century.
It is remarkable that kishu is not shown during the Sekkan period. In the
late 11™ century, the first example of kishu was found from a diary of a
nobleman, used with the word kaimon (family of the minister). Compared to
the 9™ century, kishu was focused on a certain family, not the personal court
rank. Many examples of kishu in shijos of the 11'"~12" centuries are found
with words like families of ministers or court nobles. In other words,
descendants from families of ministers or court nobles were called kishu.

A family of ministers or court nobles is a group of people who have their
ancestors of ministers or court nobles. If a member of that family is not in a
position of court noble, he could still be called kishu. On the contrary, even
though a person who does not belong to the family of kishu became a court
noble of high rank, his family could not get the name of kishu.

Unfortunately, it is difficult to find out when the family of kishu was
established, because we lack historical records in the Sekkan period.
However, if we search the last generation of court nobles in a family of kishu
and the first person who could not reach the position of court nobles as an
ancestor of a non-kishu family, they were people in the middle of 11*
century. At that time, the meaning of the word kishu as a family status
became clarified. It was because Fujiwara Sekkan family declined and found
it hard to produce many court nobles. In contrast, members of other families
obtained promotion to become court nobles. Therefore, the word kishu
became limited to families around the Sekkan family. And there is some
possibility that the concept of kishu as a family status was started to be
made from 10" century, when offsprings of Fujiwara no Morosuke
prospered.

It is said that family status in the medieval Japan existed, such as kindachi
(able to be court nobles) and shofaifu (under court nobles). Kishu was a
different status from kindachi, and it became the name of the social class for
powerful families of the Heian aristocracy.
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