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Scholar Bureaucrats (Bunjin kanrya) in 9" and 10%-century Japan:

A Reconsideration of the Scholars’ Faction (Bunjin ha)
by
SUZUKI So

During the Heian period many who served the court as bureaucrats had
received an education at the Daigaku, the official academy in the capital.
The prevailing scholarly consensus has explained that these officials were
men of talent produced by the bureaucracy to serve the system, that they
opposed the hereditary nobility, and that due to decline in their quality, they
disappeared in the 9" century. However, as this interpretation places too
much emphasis on the opposition of those who studied at the Daigaku to the
nobility and positions them on a predetermined course in opposition to the
nobility, there are several points in this interpretation that must be
reconsidered. Furthermore, because this view has been short-term and the
results of studies of the Daigaku system have not been fully incorporated
within it, various issues remain to be addressed.

In this article I thus make an exhaustive examination of those whom I
define as bunjin kanryo, which includes the relatively large number of
bureaucrats who had studied at the Daigaku and rose to high-ranking
positions who were students of the Kidendo (the curriculum devoted to
history and letters) and those who attended the Daigaku but did not follow a
fixed course of study, by focusing on their bureaucratic careers and political
activities. Based on the results of this examination, I ascertained the
fundamental character of the bunjin kanrya within the bureaucracy of the 9"
and 10" century and then reexamined the scholarly consensus in light of
these findings.

As a result I was first able to confirm that in fact the number of bunjin
kanrya increased from the middle of the 9™ century and accompanying this
shift was the establishment of a special route for advancement of the bunjin
kanryo within the bureaucracy. The bunjin kanryo had established by that
time a certain fixed presence within the bureaucracy. I also determined that
from that point onward until the end of the 10 century conspicuous signs of
the decline of bunjin kanryo were not apparent. Furthermore, examining the
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actions they took in political disputes, I was unable to find any sign of
opposition to the nobility and instead recognized that these officials behaved
extremely submissively toward those in power with whom they maintained
a subservient relationship.

Judging from these findings, I concluded that special characteristics of the
bunjin kanryd were to be found in their capabilities based on their
scholarship and the ease in which they could build personal relationships
with those in power through their learning, and they should be understood
as allies rather than opponents of the nobility. From the 11™ century onward
when the bureaucracy experienced a great upheaval, these special
characteristics of the bunjin kanrvo were to face new changes.

Key Words; Heian Period, Scholar Bureaucrats (Bunjin kanryo),
Scholars’ Faction (Bunjin ha), Daigaku, nobility
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