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Summaries

The Role of Japanese Women: A Preliminary
Examination of the Thought of Shimoda Utako

Yukiko Ito

Despite the fact that Shimoda Utako (1854-1936), one of the pioneers of girls’
education in modern Japan, exerted considerable influence on education from the
Meiji to the early Showa periods, her educational principles and their intellectual
foundations have not been sufficiently studied. The foremost reason for this is that
it has been commonly held that Shimoda Utako's thought belongs into the realm
of the nationalistic and feudalistic “good wife, wise mother” (ryasai kenbo) ideology,
which mobilized women for the modern state through domestic duties and child
rearing. For instance, in her Fujin joshiki kun Shimoda argued that “since the basis
of the state and the foundation of society all arise out of the family, to manage the
household and organize the family is to create the foundation of state and society,
... and has to be said to be an important responsibility of women.” However,
Shimoda did not uncritically accept the traditional role of Japanese women, arguing
in her Nibon no josei that “by studying the strengths and shortcomings — focusing
in particular on the strengths — of Japanese women from ancient times until now in
detail, and by incorporating what is good about the thought and literature newly
imported from abroad while preserving these strengths, it is possible to form a
woman that is close to perfect.” Identifying “strengths and shortcomings” and
“focusing in particular on the strengths,” Shimoda sought to employ them in a new

age. Her method was to draw on history and in particular the literature of the past
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in order to search for a role for Japanese women that stays close to the mentality of
the past.

Shimoda thought that in contrast to the Old Testament in which Adam
was created first and Eve was then created from his rib, it was decisive for the
role of men and women in Japan that the Kojiéi begins Japan’s history with the
cooperation of the male and female deities [zanagi and Izanami. In this narrative,
men and women are both equal and indispensable. Possessing different bodies and
natures, they carry out their respective roles, but women are not subservient to men.

Shimoda lists virtues like “honesty,” “compassion,” and “chastity” as necessary
for women. She further says that the most important thing for a woman is to have a
“caring” and “understanding” heart which suffuses the foundations of these virtues.
However, because subjective sentiment would become overly pronounced if too
much emphasis was put on an understanding and caring disposition, Shimoda
argued for the need of “logic” (dors). What Shimoda meant by “logic” differs from
“reason” that seeks to determine the right or wrong of things. Rather, it refers to a
way of being that is based on “patterns” (kt2) of behavior and conduct formed by
one’s ancestors. Each of these “patterns” incorporates the thoughe, sentiments, and
life experiences accumulated by these ancestors.

Many of Shimoda’s writings were textbooks or manuals for girls that give
concrete and detailed explanations for how to conduct oneself in life. One of the
things that Shimoda was striving for was to enable a renewed implementation of
the behavioral “patterns” that people normally enact in their lives based on a correct

understanding of their “logic.”
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