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Women and the Production of Cloth in Ancient Japan
by

HIGASHIMURA Junko

During the period of the establishment of the Ritsuryo state, there are two
types of cloth paid as tax: chofu #Ai paid as a basic tax in kind and
measured in fan %i, and yofu WA paid as tax in place of labor service and
measured in jo % and dan Bt. Their lengths differed according to regulations,
but were both made from hemp or ramie fiber. That the standards for these
two types of cloth corresponded in terms of production technology to two
types of looms that women mastered due to the gendered division of labor, is
clear from the loom-shaped haniwa excavated from the Kabutozuka Kofun H
B5YE (in present-day Tochigi prefecture), which is dated to the latter half
of the 6™ century, and wooden tools excavated from other sites. First,
because lengthy bolts of cloth could be woven using a horizontal straight-
warp frame back-strap loom FARF A BEA MR introduced in the late Kofun
period, it could be used to produce to fanfu %ifii. The other method was to
use a circulating continuous-warp stick back-strap loom i Dk 2 2 B 75 HE B,
which was used continuously through the Yayoi and Kofun periods, as the
basic technology for the production of jofu #4ii (or danfu B¢Ai), but that the
length of woven cloth was governed by the length of the weaver’s foot.

In contrast to the idea that tanfu weaving was concentrated at the local
government headquarters based on the fact that only weaving devices
including horizontal straight-warp, frame back-strap looms from the latter
half of the 7" century were found at the Iba Site 3} # ¥ in Shizuoka
prefecture, which can be identified as the local government headquarters for
Fuchi no Kori BZHEFEE in Totoumi province, it is hypothesized from the
excavation of wooden tags (Isukefuda mokkan fHALASE) and the distribution
of hand spindles that danfu was produced as an extension of the weaving of
cloth made from hemp threads in settlements on a regular basis.
Furthermore, from the writing reading the “cloth of Egame” ¥k %A on the
shofu W Aii preserved in the Shosdin IE & Bi and from the documents
permeated with lacquer (urushigami monjo ¥ #& 3L F) excavated at the
Kanoko C Site BE® ¥ C & ¥, it can be surmised that the danfu was the
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product of female labor.

The width of tenfu and danfu was stipulated at approximately 71
centimeters across the board according to the demand for clothing from the
central government, but we can assume on the basis of examples of the
various widths of woven cloth produced by people in Asia, widths would
actually depend on the skill of the weaver. In fact, the width of cloth
employed in an ordinary household was generally 50-60 centimeters judging
from the cloth bag from Shinano province preserved in the Shosoin and the
sword shuttle excavated from the early-8™ century Kami-Tabe Site I H %5
¥ in Osaka.

The fact that weaving of cloth from hemp or ramie thread was maintained
by the women of the community and that it was a learned skill that
sustained their livelihoods and moreover, that there was a class of women
leaders who commanded women’s labor can be seen in the composition of
the group of haniwa from the Kabutozuka Kofun. Furthermore, the
earthenware spindle engraved with the word Otoji KX JJ H that was
excavated from the Kamiya Site fii)E# ¥} in Ibaragi prefecture, which is a
settlement dating to the first half of the 9" century, can be understood as an
important in indicating the continued linkage between the technology for
producing hemp or ramie thread and cloth with faith in deified female
chieftains.

Key Words; The period of the Ritsuryo state, cloth, women, back-strap loom,
gender
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