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Process of and Factors that Contributed to the Collapse of
Concubinage among Noble Families in Modern Japan

Kiyomi MORIOKA

The present paper aims at elucidating the process of a decline of the concubinage
among men of nobility and the factors conducive to it in the modern Japan. First, I
compare the six last daimyos (feudal lords) of the 1837~1846 birth cohort with their

successors to the household headship in terms of the practice of concubinage. It is made

evident that the successors extricated themselves from the practice while the older

generation enjoyed it without exception, and the watershed is assumed to lie around the
very end of the 19th century.

Second, the marriage and household formation rules including the concubinage
among noble families were strongly influenced by those of the Imperial House because
they served as the prop of the latter which in turn gave them the social status of honor
and prestige. I hypothesize that the watershed found in the practice of concubinage
among noble men should reflect any meaningful reform underway in the Imperial House
with the aim of abolishing the royal practice of concubinage. This is proved true by
evidence and a number of domestic as well as international factors that prompted the
government to the reform are explored and identified.

Third, I describe some interesting features of the concubinage after the beginning of
the 20th century when it went underground and continued to exist only informally under

the impact of its abolishment in the Imperial House.
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