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Preface 

In the summer between my sophomore and junior years at college, I decided, somewhat 

arbitrarily, that I wanted to study Japanese history. I felt that my high school education regarding 

Japanese history had not been enough, and I wanted to know more, particularly because Japanese 

history and culture was so much different from the western cultures that were the focus of my 

high school history classes. My initial foray into Japanese history was anything but scholarly; I 

looked at various websites claiming they told the entire “history of Japan.” Naturally, these 

websites were extremely superficial and displayed little understanding of Japanese culture and 

the intricacies of events. At this point, though, I was not looking for intricacies, I was looking for 

a topic that would interest me so much that I wanted to dig deeper, to find that nuance, and to 

explore the culture that surrounded it. 

It was H┗jo Masako that first sparked my interest. She, essentially, became the ruler of 

Japan after the death of her husband. The amount of power she was able to wield surprised me; I 

had always thought of the Japanese woman as “a half step behind” her male counterparts. H┗jo 

Masako stood in opposition to that assumption and I wanted to understand why. Instead of 

looking for broad overviews of Japanese history, I began looking for more detail about H┗jo 

Masako. There was relatively little scholarly work done on her, which surprised me. Surely 

people would want to study and learn about such an interesting topic. Yet, most of the sources I 

found discussing Masako did so cursorily, unless they were blogs or other non-scholarly material.  

In one of these blogs, I found the term onna-bugeisha, which the author translated to 

“female samurai.” Like with Masako, I wondered why I had never heard this term before. It 

struck me that there was a narrative in place regarding Japanese women that, at best, failed to 

show the whole picture and, at worst, disregarded large aspects of Japan’s history and culture. I 

found myself wanting to learn more, not only for the sake of knowledge and understanding, but 
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to help correct this narrative that surrounded historic Japanese women. I began researching 

gender norms in Japan and the idea of the female samurai. Though I never saw it appear in any 

scholarly works, the term onna-bugeisha led me to the warriors that are the main focus of this 

study: the women who fought at Aizu during the Boshin War.  

It did not take me long after delving into this topic before I realized that I was over my 

head. The few classes that Florida State University offered on Japanese history did not cover the 

era I wanted to study in any depth and I simply did not have enough knowledge of the subject 

matter to know which books I should read to better grasp not only the history of these women, 

but the culture surrounding them. In helping me overcome the obstacles of my ignorance, Dr. 

Buhrman and Dr. Culver have been invaluable. Dr. Buhrman offered insight regarding the 

history of women in Japan and an endless amount of sources to explore when assessing these 

women and the culture that surrounded them. Dr. Culver offered similar insight regarding post-

war Japan and the restructuring of modern Japanese society.  

For help with writing on gender, I turned to Dr. Upchurch who does not study Japanese 

history, but has written about gender history in England. Dr. Upchurch helped me understand the 

importance of contextualizing my facts and worked with me extensively to make sure that my 

work was well written and was accessible to those who did not have a background in Japanese 

history. Furthermore, it was Dr. Upchurch who first inspired my love of research when he 

became my mentor through the Undergraduate Research Opportunity Program, which 

encourages undergraduate students to assist faculty with the research project they are working on. 

If not for Dr. Upchurch’s expert guidance and endless patience, I would probably not have 

decided that research was something I wanted to pursue, and would have never sat down one 

summer to arbitrarily decide that I wanted to learn about Japanese history. 
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I was continually surprised at how willing my professors were to take time out of their 

days to help answer my questions and read over my work. They offered advice that ranged from 

theories that I should familiarize myself with to word choice that I would want to alter. All three 

of the professors I worked with had a hand in making this paper possible by providing not only 

their time and knowledge, but also their endless encouragement and support, for which I will 

always be grateful.  

Dr. Upchurch and Dr. Buhrman also supplied letters of recommendation for a grant that I 

applied to that would allow me to conduct further research in Japan. I won this grant and in the 

summer of 2016 I visited Aizu, the hometown of the women I had been studying for the past 

year. Not only did I visit the town, but I visited the castle that was put under siege during the 

Boshin War and has since been restored and turned into a museum. It struck me, while I was 

standing on the castle grounds, that nearly 150 years ago that spot had been embroiled in war. 

For a moment, I could see the smoke, the people rushing past, I could hear the cannon fire, the 

screams of the wounded; I could smell the gunpowder and feel the fear in the air as people risked 

their lives to stave off inevitable defeat. History came alive for me at that moment.  

It is my goal that, with this paper, I can begin to correct the narrative put forth regarding 

Japanese women; that they did not always walk “a half step behind” and that they had more 

agency than many people realize. By communicating the story of the female fighters at Aizu, I 

want to show that women of the samurai class were not only able to wield weapons, but were 

expected to. Finally, I hope the research that I have done can bring this history alive for someone 

else, and that the conversation surrounding the women who fought at Aizu will continue to grow. 
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Introduction  

Medieval Japanese women, for the most part, had more agency and were able to access 

more political power than their counterparts in the 19th century. Indeed, as time wore on, 

Japanese society became more restrictive of women’s rights rather than less. The period directly 

after the Meiji Restoration ultimately limited women and redefined their roles. This was 

particularly true of women who had previously been members of the samurai class. These 

women had, since the late Heian period, enjoyed a certain level of autonomy, arguably more than 

women of any other class. Following Meiji Restoration, however, the samurai class was 

essentially disbanded and the autonomy that these women had enjoyed was lost. Significantly, 

the Boshin Civil War, which resulted from the Meiji Restoration, was not simply the war of the 

last samurai,1 but also the war of the last samurai women. 

The Boshin War (1868-1869) was fought between the forces of the shogun and the Meiji 

emperor. The decades leading up to the war and directly after it were a time of great transition in 

Japan, when it began trading more heavily with the western world and adopting a more western 

style of government. This era has been seen by many historians as an era of progress, and while 

Japan certainly progressed in its level of industrialization and its military capabilities, the 

changes made by the Meiji government ultimately resulted in a loss in autonomy for women of 

the samurai class. Following western ideals, Japanese women were more strictly controlled: for 

example, it was more difficult for them to get a divorce. During the Edo period, “the shogunate 

or domain authorities showed no interest in controlling divorce”2 which meant that women were 

able to seek divorce and were not regulated when doing so. Furthermore, divorce was not 

                                                 
1 A few year after the Meiji Restoration, in 1877, the Satsuma clan, under the leadership of Saigo Takamori, rebelled. 

It might be argued that this was the last war of the samurai, however a rebellion and not a war; it was also after the 

Meiji had “disbanded” the class of samurai in 1873.  Marius B. Jansen, The Making of Modern Japan, (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 2002), 369. 
2 Harald Fuess, Divorce in Japan, (Stanford: Stanford University Press: 2004), 18 
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shameful, and a woman who had gotten divorced was able to remarry easily. Conversely, after 

the Meiji Civil Code was put into place, there was an increasing stigma regarding divorce.3 

Because marriage was within the domestic sphere, which women were generally in charge of, the 

stigma against divorce affected women more negatively than it did men. The Meiji Civil Code of 

1898, while it did require the consent of both parties for the marriage to take place, it also 

required both spouses to consent to divorce, meaning that a woman might be forced to stay 

married against her wishes.4  

Additionally, women of what had been the samurai class were no longer expected to 

receive weapons training or the education in reading and writing that typically went along with it. 

Although the Meiji did suggest that young girls receive an education, the opportunities for them 

to do so were far fewer when compared to their male counterparts, and no strict regulations were 

set in place to ensure the education of these girls.5 Previously the education of women depended 

on what their families were able to afford, but samurai women had been expected to be trained in 

“the ways of the pen and the sword.”6 With the abolishment of the samurai class, though, this 

training was no longer required. 

 The potential utility of the martial arts training for women is showcased by the women 

who fought during the Boshin War. The most notable of these women are those who fought at 

the provincial town of Aizu Wakamatsu, a stronghold for the shogunate in the north. In the 

autumn of 1868, Aizu was besieged by the Meiji forces. Due to the fact that Aizu had previously 

sent the bulk of its men to fight in Kyoto, there were relatively few men left in Aizu to protect it 

                                                 
3 Ibid 71 
4 Ibid, 127.   
5 Takashi Koyama, The Changing Position of Women in Japan (Switzerland: United Nations Educational, Scientific, 

and Cultural Organization, 1961), 11 
6 Diane Wright, “Female Combatants and Japan’s Meiji Restoration: The Case of Aizu.” War in History 8, no. 4 

(2001): 402. 
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from a Meiji attack. The simultaneous absence of men and need for fighters meant that women 

were able to actively participate in the defense of Aizu, using the skills that they had been taught 

as members of the samurai class.  

In her essay, “Gender: A Useful Category in Historical Analysis,” Joan Scott asserts 

“Massive political upheavals that throw old orders into chaos and bring new ones into being may 

revise terms (and so the organization) of gender in the search of new forms of legitimation.”7 

The rule of the Meiji marked legislative changes for women; particularly noticeable was the 

change in women’s ability to get a divorce, which had not been previously regulated by a central 

government.8 Another stark difference was represented by women’s ability to engage in war 

efforts. The Boshin War made evident that samurai women could be effectively militarized and 

allowed to take on leadership positions in the fight to defend their domain, though Aizu and the 

shogunate ultimately admitted defeat.  Under Meiji rule, on the other hand, women were not 

allowed to participate in combat. This restriction lasted until 1992.9 What is particularly 

interesting about this is that the Edo period was a time of relative peace. For nearly three 

centuries, Japan did not fight in major wars either with other countries or within its own borders. 

Yet, in 1868, women were capable of taking up arms to defend their domains. In contrast, under 

Meiji rule, Japan became fairly aggressive on the world stage and took part in many wars. These 

wars, instead of giving women more autonomy while the men were away, led to the suppression 

of a feminist movement in Japan.10  

                                                 
7 Joan Scott, “Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis,” The American Historical Review 91, no. 5 (1986): 

1073 
8 Harald Fuess, Divorce in Japan, (Stanford: Stanford University Press: 2004), 18 
9 Fukima Sato, “A Camouflaged Military: Japan’s Self-Defense Forces and Globalized Gender Mainstreaming,” The 

Asia-Pacific Journal 10 no. 36 (2012): 10. Though women were allowed to take part in other aspects of war, such as 

cleaning magazines for guns and nursing operations, they were not allowed to engage the enemy on a battlefield.  
10 Takashi Koyama, The Changing Position of Women in Japan (Switzerland: United Nations Educational, 

Scientific, and Cultural Organization, 1961), 12 
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Although there have been many studies on the subject of women’s roles during wartime 

and the responsibilities they take on, there have been fewer studies focused on women 

participating in battles; in regards to the women who fought in Aizu during the Boshin War, 

there has only been one in-depth study written in English. This study was done by Diane Wright 

and does a great deal to explain the events that took place during the fighting at Aizu, with 

particular attention paid to the actions of the women who fought.11 However, Wright’s argument 

focuses on the idea that these women represented “members of Japan’s military class… [who] 

were not dissatisfied with the status quo and indeed had every reason to fight to maintain it.”12 

While this is one interpretation of events, there is stronger evidence that suggests Aizu was such 

a strong supporter of the shogunate during the Boshin War, not for ideological reasons, but 

because circumstances leading up to the war left them with little choice.13 Thus the women who 

participated in the defense of Aizu were not defending the shogunate; they were simply 

defending their homes.  

More importantly, Wright also does not explore the culture that surrounded these women 

and allowed them to fight as women, rather than women disguised as men. The fact that it was 

the culture that allowed this is supported by the fact that these women were not singular; there 

was a group of women that participated in the battle, and groups of women who worked to 

defend the castle when it was under siege. Therefore the idea of women fighting was a culturally 

                                                 
11 Diane Wright, “Female Combatants and Japan’s Meiji Restoration: The Case of Aizu.” War in History 8, no. 4 

(2001). 
12 Ibid, 417. 
13 The main events that led to Aizu fighting on the side of the shogun were its choice to become the Kyoto 

Protectorate and the Battle at Toba-Fushimi; in neither of these cases did Aizu intentionally choose to support the 

shogun over the emperor. By becoming the Kyoto Protectorate, Aizu was actually attempting to protect the emperor 

at the shogun’s behest. During the Battle at Toba-Fushimi, the emperor’s flag was raised by the Satsuma- Ch┗sh┣ 

alliance after Aizu was already engaged in the fighting. Raising the emperor’s flag, which was done without the 

emperor’s permission, meant that Satsuma and Ch┗sh┣ were representing the emperor and to fire upon them was 

equated to treason. This was essentially a trick by Satsuma and Ch┗sh┣ to brand the Aizu fighters as rebels going 

against the emperor. By the time Aizu understood what was happening, it was already too late and they had been 

branded as rebels. Armen Bakalian,  “Not for the Shogun: Aizu’s Personal Motives in the Bakumatsu,” Tohoku 

Gakuin University, (2005):20, Jansen, The Making of Modern Japan, 312 
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acceptable one, rather than an anomaly born from the situation. Certainly, these women would 

not have taken part in a war effort that did not directly threaten their domain, but defending their 

homes from attackers was very much a part of the culture they were brought up in. This idea 

further challenges Wright’s conclusion that these women fought to maintain the status quo. 

Instead, it is more likely that they fought because it was expected of them culturally.  

These women are important because they demonstrate the agency that samurai women 

could achieve during this time period in Japan. The fact that they were not only able to fight 

alongside their male counterparts but also able, in some cases, to become important military 

leaders during the siege, both of other women and of men, showed that they were skilled not 

only as warriors, but also as leaders. The fact that men had appointed these women as leaders 

and accepted their leadership, suggests that they found women deserving of these roles. These 

women are imperative in understanding the history and culture of Japan because they 

demonstrate clearly that women were afforded a certain amount of autonomy and respect as 

warriors. If the Boshin War had not been fought, it is likely that historians would still 

underestimate this facet of women’s autonomy during the Edo period, and therefore 

underestimate the loss of autonomy that resulted after the Meiji Restoration.  
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Chapter 1: Women in Samurai Culture and the Weapons of Female Warriors  

 

Samurai Culture 

 Like most cultures, that of the samurai was constantly changing and differed from region 

to region, though there were some aspects of it that remained fairly consistent. During the Edo 

period samurai were considered “landed military lords” which meant that the retainers of the 

daimyo were fighters who were paid out of the income the daimyo earned from the territory he 

was in charge of.14As landowners, the samurai class was considered elite, and was among the 

upper 6 percent. As the samurai class and culture developed, a greater emphasis was placed on 

behaving with honor. By the time of the Edo period, one of the most significant characteristics of 

the samurai was the importance they placed on honor.  

A large part of this honor had to deal with the willingness of the samurai to die for the 

cause that they were fighting for. To flee from death was to be a coward, and cowardice was 

abhorred. This meant those who behaved in a manner perceived as cowardly were unlikely to be 

able to gain power.15 Thus samurai had “a mental disposition… to risk his life for the sake of his 

reputation, particularly his military honor.”16 This way of thinking greatly informed the culture 

under which the samurai operated. It encouraged them to take risks. The less likely they were to 

succeed in these risks, the better; if they failed, they would meet the important requirement of 

dying with honor, and if they succeeded they would be honored beyond measure for the rest of 

their lives. In earlier periods, this also meant that samurai were less likely to work together on a 

                                                 
14 Ikegami Eiko, The Taming of the Samurai: Honorific Individualism and the Making of Modern Japan. 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1995), 51. 
15 Ibid 76. 
16 Ibid 95. 
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battlefield.17 Working as a unit meant sharing the glory of success as a unit, which many found 

less appealing than individual honor. By the time of the Edo period, though, this idea was 

emphasized less. 

 Hierarchy was also a significant aspect of samurai culture. Traditionally, the shogun was 

at the top of this hierarchy, his daimyo were loyal to him, and samurai were loyal to their daimyo. 

In addition, there would be samurai with more and less power, and those with more power would 

hold a certain amount of influence over their daimyo and other samurai who were beneath them 

in the hierarchy. The samurai with more power were typically the samurai with more land. Under 

the samurai were the peasants and farmers, followed by the artisans, and, at the bottom of the 

social chain, were the merchants. Though many merchants were wealthier than peasants, and 

even some samurai, they were looked down upon because they did not work as hard or put in 

what was seen as honest labor for their money. In other words, they were seen as behaving with a 

lack of honor, which meant that it was rare for them to be able to climb above the lowest station. 

Peasants and farmers, on the other hand, were responsible for necessary agricultural production, 

which required both hard labor and were useful to the samurai. Therefore peasants and farmers 

were thought of more highly. 

 During the Edo period, there were three indices of status that were intertwined with honor 

and hierarchy for the samurai class. These were “honor-ranking (kaku); office or position in 

government (shoku); and income (horoku).”18 Governmental positions and honor rankings 

typically corresponded and were often hereditary. Generally, if a samurai had a high honor 

ranking, his position in government would be higher. Additionally, if a samurai had a high honor 

ranking, his income would also often be higher, though the correlation between a high honor 

                                                 
17 Ibid 76. 
18 Ibid 263 
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ranking and high income was lower than high honor ranking and high government positions. 

This is because it was possible for low-born samurai to advance to higher government 

rankings.19 The most important aspect of the three, though, was having a high honor ranking; it 

would have been easier to advance with a greater kaku than with a greater shoku or horoku. 

Another way in which honored worked within the samurai culture was how a samurai 

died. The most honorable death for a samurai, during wartime, was death on the battlefield. 

However, suicide was another way to have an honorable death. Originally, the suicide ritual, 

seppuku, was closely tied to a samurai’s honor; if a samurai were confronted with defeat, 

seppuku was a way to commit suicide before being killed by the enemy. Overtime, though, it 

developed into a form of the death penalty that was only for the samurai class.20 While death 

penalty usage was common during the Edo period, people also used it during the Boshin War as 

a method to keep their honor when faced with defeat.21 Seppuku was performed by samurai 

through ritually disemboweling themselves by stabbing a knife through their abdomens, cutting 

across, and then cutting upwards. A loyal retainer would typically behead the person committing 

seppuku. The idea behind this was that samurai must remain stoic in the face of severe pain.22 

However, if a samurai were to kill themselves on the battlefield in a less ritualistic manner, it 

would have still been considered seppuku.23 Interestingly, though women of the samurai class 

were not expected to fight in battles or have much of a military presence, they were also 

                                                 
19 Ibid 263 
20 Ibid 253 
21 The most famous example of this from the Boshin War is the mass suicide of the Byakkotai, an Aizu fighting unit 

made up of 16-17 year-olds. Upon seeing flames and smoke coming from the castle the young men, recognizing 

defeat, decided to kill themselves. This was less ritualized than other forms of seppuku; they stabbed themselves and 

each other on Mount Iimori. Of the nineteen young men who decided to take their lives, eighteen were successful. 

The one boy who survived, sixteen-year-old Iinuma Sadakichi, attempted to take his own life, but was unsuccessful. 

Shimoda, Lost and Found, 115. 
22 Ellis, Admur, “Women Warriors of Japan: The Role of Arms-Bearing Women in Japanese History,” Journal of 

Asian Martial Arts 5, no. 2 (1996): 2.  
23 Hiraku Shimoda, Lost and Found: Recovering Regional Identity in Imperial Japan, (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 2014), 115. 
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expected to commit suicide to avoid dishonor, particularly the dishonor of being raped by the 

enemy. Since samurai women often did not have the chance to show bravery on a battlefield, 

they would demonstrate their willingness to die by sacrificing themselves if they believed that 

staying alive would result in dishonor to themselves, their families, or their domains.  

 

Women Within Samurai Culture 

The method for female suicide was different than the method for males. Rather than 

seppuku, women committed suicide by jigai. They would use the kaiten, a short sword that many 

women were expected to carry, to cut into their jugular.24 These different methods of suicide 

demonstrate different values for men and women. It was important for men to show their 

composure and strength during the suicide ritual. For women, it was important that the wound 

was not likely to cause a distortion of features or limbs that would interfere with her beauty after 

death.25 After committing seppuku, a man’s face might be distorted in a grimace, due to the 

amount of pain he was in. Committing jigai, on the other hand, was relatively quick and painless 

and allowed a woman to die with a serene look on her face.  

It is interesting to understand the characteristics that were the focus of each gender in 

death, because they suggest something about the characteristics that were the focus of that 

gender during life. Beauty being prized over stoicism suggests that the way a woman looked was 

more valued than her ability to bear pain or hardship. It also suggests that a woman of the 

samurai class was regarded more as a beautiful thing, a possession valued for physical attributes 

rather than a person valued for character.26 Yet, the fact that women were allowed to commit 

suicide, and indeed, had their own methodology of doing so conveys a certain respect. 

                                                 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid 
26 Ibid. 
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Committing suicide was a way for samurai to avoid dishonor. That women of the samurai class 

had a method to commit suicide, a method they were expected to use in the face of dishonor, 

meant that they had honor to lose.  

 At first glance, it would seem that women had relatively little power within the samurai 

class because men were often the heads of households and thus had greater political power. 

However, this is somewhat misleading. The further back in history one looks the more power 

Japanese women seem to have, with some historians even suggesting that during the Heian 

period Japanese kinship organization was matriarchal.27 Women had the ability to obtain and 

maintain political power, from the Heian period to the Muromachi period. Though women’s 

ability to obtain this power saw a decline, certain aspects of the culture that originally allowed 

women— and in particular samurai women—more power remained in place, such as the ease 

with which women could get a divorce and the insistence that they get an education, which 

typically involved learning how to wield a weapon. The ability to get a divorce offered women 

more agency within their marriages. An education offered women a similar agency and the 

ability to wield weapons allowed women to defend themselves and garnered them more respect 

within samurai culture. 

Divorce did not have as much of an impact on a woman or her honor as one might 

immediately assume, particularly when based on comparisons to Western cultures.28 Indeed, 

Ikegami notes that marriage was not necessarily a permanent commitment, and would last only 

as long as “the positive feeling of two individuals was there.”29 Though women themselves 

could not obtain a legal divorce, they could seek asylum at a “relationship ending temple” or 

                                                 
27 Ikegami Eiko, The Taming of the Samurai: Honorific Individualism and the Making of Modern Japan. 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1995), 123. 
28 Ibid, 219 
29 124 
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simply refuse to return to their husband, forcing him to divorce them.30 Because divorce was not 

considered shameful, women would be able to remarry, and could leave unhappy marriages at 

their will. Compared to other societies, where divorce meant social ruination of a woman and 

where women were completely dependent on their husbands, medieval Japanese women had 

more freedom to make their own choices in leaving their husbands and obtaining new ones. 

Furthermore, during this time period and even up to the Kamakura era, Japanese women had a 

great deal of sexual freedom, though for women of the samurai class, this was occasionally less 

true. Prior to the tenth century, “a woman’s sexuality was not necessarily controlled by her 

husband or father” and she had more freedom to choose her own sexual partners regardless of the 

confines of marriage or the family.31 However, honor was very important to the samurai, and in 

some cases honor and sexuality were tied together. Women would have less freedom to express 

themselves sexually if it meant dishonoring their families.  

During the Classical period, women were also able to own and inherit land; in addition, 

until later in the Kamakura period (1185-1333), women were able to pass on that land they had 

inherited to their children, with or without the approval of their husbands.32 Widows, in 

particular, were extremely powerful, because they gained control of their husband’s household 

and lands.33 This meant that their children might depend on them, whether those children were 

male or female, and this created a familial structure where women had the potential to control the 

household. Not only that, but if a widow’s husband was a man of consequence, she could rule in 

his stead. To avoid remarriage and thus maintain control of her deceased husband’s properties, 

widows would often become Buddhist nuns. 

                                                 
30 Amino Yoshihiko, Rethinking Japanese History, (Ann Arbor: Center for Japanese Studies, 1993),  219  
31 Ikegami Eiko, The Taming of the Samurai: Honorific Individualism and the Making of Modern Japan. 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1995),  124 
32 Ibid 125. 
33 Ibid 124. 
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Women in Power 

Even at the highest level of power, the pattern of becoming a nun to maintain autonomy 

held trued. H┗j┗ Masako was the wife of Minamoto no Yoritomo who won the Gempei Wars 

and became shogun in 1192.34 After her husband’s death, Masako became a nun to avoid 

remarriage. Though Masako herself did not become shogun, she and her father developed a 

regency state in which the H┗j┗ family ruled Japan, while the shogun, nominal lord of 

Kamamura, was a mere figurehead.35 Masako was an incredibly capable politician, ruling 

primarily behind the scenes and through the men in her family.36 Historians agree that most 

people of the time understood that she wielded a great deal of power and sway over the males in 

her family, and she was able to rule for years without significant challenges to her authority.37 

Another example of a powerful woman becoming a nun is the case of Namamura-ni, a 

woman who became the estate manager (one of the most powerful positions in an estate) of 

Tara.38 That she was able to hold this position and maintain it suggests that she was well 

respected, by both men and women. Namamura-ni ruled in a manner that was even more direct 

than H┗j┗ Masako’s. As an estate manager she would have had control over the men under her 

and, in order for her to have run the estate properly, they would have had to listen to her and 

have taken her orders. This suggests that where women fit in the samurai hierarchy depended a 

great deal on where their husbands fit. If a woman’s husband was ranked above another man, 

then that man would have to treat the woman with respect. When a woman’s husband died, she 

                                                 
34 John W. Hall and Jeffry P. Mass, eds. Medieval Japan: Essays in Institutional History, (Stanford, CA: Stanford 

University Press, 1975), 69 
35 Ibid 
36 Hitomi Tonomura, “Women and Inheritance in Japan’s Early Warrior Society” Comparative Studies in Society 

and History 32 no. 3 (1990): 606 
37 Amino Yoshihiko, Rethinking Japanese History, (Ann Arbor: Center for Japanese Studies, 1993), 228. 
38 Ibid. 
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was, occasionally, able to maintain her position in the hierarchy and would no longer have to 

answer to her husband, so long as she did not remarry.  

 As time wore on, however, the rights and autonomy of women began to change. 

Inheritance and kinship ties became more patriarchal: by the late Kamakura period, a woman’s 

inheritance began to be restricted to her lifetime, which meant that she was unable to choose 

which of her offspring it passed to upon her death.39 Chastity, too, became more important. A 

male samurai’s ability to protect the chastity of the women in his life became more important to 

maintaining his own honor.40 Tying a woman’s virtue to family honor put a certain amount of 

societal pressure on these women and stripped them of their autonomy by controlling how they 

conducted themselves around men.  

 

Militarized Women 

 There was also a transition, over the course of these time periods, in the practice of 

women fighting. There is literary evidence of a female warrior, Tomoe Gozen, who fought in the 

Gempei Wars (1180-1185). 41 Scholars believe that she, and another female warrior of legend, 

Hangaku Gozen, actually existed, though they are uncertain as to the accuracy of the stories in 

which they are portrayed.42 For example, in the Heike Monogatari, Tomoe is portrayed as “a 

remarkably strong archer, and as a swords-woman she was a warrior worth a thousand, ready to 

confront a demon or a god, mounted or on foot… and she performed more deeds of valor than 

any…other warriors.”43 Even if this description of her is over exaggerated, it is telling that a 
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woman was portrayed in this way in ancient literature. Not only was she portrayed as extremely 

capable, but she was shown as more capable than male soldiers. Thus the idea that a woman 

could be a better soldier than her male counterparts is an idea that has existed in Japanese culture 

since at least the time the first versions of the Heike Monogatari were written down in the 

thirteenth century. This may explain why Japanese people might not have been as reluctant to 

allow women to pursue military endeavors.44 In addition, it is not only in the Heike text itself 

that Tomoe Gozen has appeared. As an extremely popular heroine, she has appeared in other 

plays and songs based on the Heike Monogatari, making her a fixture in Japanese popular 

culture.45  

 The Heike Monogatari is one of the most famous and influential works from this time 

period, and Barbara Ruch argues that “the historical truth of Kakuichi’s Heike lies also in its 

inclusiveness… described as a story of the rise and fall of men, it is fundamentally a tale about 

women.”46 The Heike was originally a collection of oral tales, only first appearing in written 

form between 1219-1222; however, this first written version has since been lost. Another version 

of the Heike was written by Akashi no Kakuichi in 1371, and it is this work that has been 

preserved and influenced many other theatrical works in the centuries since.47 Kakuichi’s work is 

significant because it begins and ends with the stories of women, and the finale is told through a 

woman’s eyes. Furthermore, because of Tomoe Gozen, women are not relegated to the 

background during battle scenes. Thus women appear in significant roles throughout the Heike 

Monogatari, showing the complexity of the ways Japanese women were viewed. Even in the Edo 
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period, in which women were more restricted, the Heike was still being performed, and these 

powerful, courageous and skilled women were a part of the popular culture.  

While it is not certain if Tomoe Gozen actually existed, there is other evidence of women 

in the historical record who fought. For example, a female vassal of the Kamakura shogunate 

appears in a document from the Taranosho estate.48 This is significant because it shows that there 

is historical evidence, not just literary evidence, of women who were vassals and had roles in the 

military. While Gozen’s appearance in literature is significant, life does not always imitate art. In 

this case, however, there appears to be some truth to the idea of a woman warrior actually 

fighting and engaged as a vassal. In later time periods, like the Edo period, while women were 

trained as fighters, they were not listed as vassals and they would typically not be expected to 

engage in warfare unless they were defending their homes. This suggests, though, that previously 

women could have had a more active military role in which they could engage in offensive 

movements in addition to their responsibilities of defending their homes.  

Not only could women be vassals, some could actually be commanders, such as a woman 

in the province of Hizen, who was a commander among the Matsura bandits.49 This woman 

would have had men report to her and follow her military orders. She is different from H┗j┗ 

Masako and Namamura-ni because the latter two ruled in a legislative manner. The commander 

of the Matsura bandits would have been a military commander and her subordinates would have 

been hardened warriors. If she were not seen as capable of leading in a military capacity, or if her 

subordinates saw her as limited by her gender, she would not have been able to assume and 

maintain command.  
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While these women suggest that women could be accepted and respected as leaders and 

warriors, they should also be understood as exceptions to the rule. They show that it was possible 

for women to assume power and to be allowed to rule, but these women were few and far 

between. As time wore on, however, women became unable to participate in military activities as 

readily as they had previously, and were often relegated to managing the household. This was 

particularly true of the Edo period, though this was partially because the Edo period itself was a 

time of peace and there were few opportunities for women to take part in battles. Even so, part of 

household management was the ability to defend the house from outside threats, meaning that 

women would be expected to have at least some training in martial arts.  

The need for women to be prepared to defend themselves and their home remained true 

throughout the Edo period, during which the Boshin War took place, though the expectations 

regarding this training differed across the domains. In the Mito domain, for example, weapons’ 

training was mostly superficial and was seen as training of the spirit, rather than practical 

training that might actually be utilized.50 Furthermore, whether or not a woman was trained with 

a weapon, and the extent of that training, often had to do with the politico-economic situation of 

that woman’s house or domain.51 If a woman was born into a house that was wealthy and 

powerful, but in a small and relatively poor domain, she might not have any weapons training, as 

the majority of resources would have been spent on male members of the family. Likewise, if a 

woman was born into a poorer house of a wealthier domain, she might be in a similar situation.  

A woman might also be more or less likely to receive training based on how many 

brothers she had. If there were a great number of male children in the family, their training 

would take precedent over the female children. However, households with only daughters were 
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more likely to be willing to spend money on training women. Thus, whether or not a woman 

received any formalized training depended not only on the culture of the domain that she was 

raised in, but the wealth and power of her family as well as her domain. With all these 

requirements, it is unsurprising that relatively few women were receiving advanced weapons 

training by the time of the Boshin War.   

 In the domains that could afford it, though, women of the samurai class were expected to 

receive at least a bare minimum of weapons training. It was thought that women who were more 

thoroughly trained in weaponry would be better wives for samurai husbands, and this would 

occasionally be a factor that was considered when making matches.52 One of the reasons for this 

was the belief that women needed to be able to fight in order to defend their homes in the case 

that there were no men around to do so. This necessity would have been almost exclusive to 

times of war in which the men of the domain might have been called to fight in another location, 

leaving primarily women to defend against attackers. 

In addition to this, there was also the issue of revenge killings. In this culture, under 

certain circumstances, killing for revenge was perfectly legal. If a family member had been killed 

and the murder had escaped justice, it was acceptable to hunt down the murderer and deliver 

justice oneself.53 In the case of no male heirs, or if, for whatever reason another male of the 

family was unable to carry out the revenge, the women of the household would be expected to do 

so. Teaching women how to fight therefore ensured that the house would remain protected in the 

absence of men, and also ensured that they would be capable of protecting the family’s honor in 

the event that there were no men present or able to do so.54 Thus women were taught martial arts 
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for reasons that often had to do with the domestic sphere; defending the family and the family’s 

honor rather than going to seek honor on a battlefield. 

One of the domains that could afford training for their women, and whose culture more 

strongly encouraged this training, was Aizu. Unlike in the Mito domain, the training that women 

of samurai families in Aizu received was more in-depth and was meant for practical purposes. 

Women of the families who were wealthy enough to afford more elaborate training were 

expected to be able to successfully wield their weapons, even against male opponents. For those 

women who did receive training, they were often trained in more than one type of weapon. Many 

were taught how to wield a katana, which they would probably be able to use successfully 

against untrained men, but with which they would likely be unable to defeat trained fighters. 

This is because katana were one of the more common weapon used by samurai, thus men would 

be more familiar with the weapon and could use this skill, as well as their strength to defeat 

women. Therefore, women were also commonly taught how to use a different weapon, which 

was specifically meant to help them gain victory over more powerful and skilled male 

counterparts. This weapon was the naginata. 

The naginata consists of a long, curved blade mounted on an oval shaft. It was originally 

used by foot soldiers striking at cavalry; they could use this weapon to both slash at mounted 

opponents and cut their horses legs from underneath them. Over time, however, it was replaced 

in this capacity by the spear. The naginata evolved to become slightly smaller with a blade that 

was lighter weight. From this point onwards, it became the principal weapon of samurai women, 

used in household defense.55 Naginata were used by women because they had a longer range 

than swords, which would have been wielded by most samurai men. This meant that if they were 
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attacked, though they might be smaller than their male attackers, women would still have the 

advantage of a longer reach. In addition, the naginata would give the women more leverage 

against stronger men. For these reasons, this was one of the weapons that women in general, and 

particularly the women of Aizu, trained with. 

These advantages might have disappeared if the men attacking the house were also armed 

with naginata or another type of mid-range weapon, such as bows and arrows but this was fairly 

unlikely if they were raiding a village. Due to the fact that women were taught weaponry with 

the idea of household defense, it is likely that they would not have expected to come across men 

wielding similar weapons. Whereas swords are easily transported, spear-like weapons are more 

unwieldy. Though naginata and spears were expected to appear on the battlefield, they were not 

often carried in peacetime, and therefore would have been improbable weapons with which 

someone might attack a home.56 To defend a home, on the other hand, the naginata would 

simply have to be in the home, and would not have to be carried around. If they were skilled with 

it, the naginata would have put women on more equal footing with men and would have made it 

possible for them to defeat men who attacked their homes or their families.  

Another weapon that had the potential to put women on equal footing with men was the 

Western firearm. The Boshin War was the first war in Japan in which Western weapons were 

used to any great extent, and the forces of the bakufu had fewer of these types of weapons as well 

as fewer people who were capable of wielding them. While wielding a gun would have taken 

strength and precision, it was strength that women could attain just as well as men, if they were 

given the opportunity to practice. While the potential of this weapon as an equalizer for men and 

women, in this particular war, it was not used by enough women to thoroughly study that claim. 
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However, there was one woman who did use the Western firearm; Yamamoto Yaeko. At the 

time she was training with the weapon, she reportedly wrote that “the interesting thing about 

guns is that they make women as strong as men,” an observation that suggests the importance 

she placed on equality between the sexes.57 Yamamoto Yaeko, is an incredibly interesting case 

and will be discussed further in the following sections. 
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Chapter 2: Background of the Boshin War and Meiji Restoration 

 

History of the Bakufu 

 Prior to the Boshin War, Japan was governed by a military state called the bakufu. 

Established in the late 12th century, this system of government centered on the shogun as a 

military ruler. Originally, the bakufu was more militarily focused; however, over time it took a 

more active role in civil matters. When the bakufu was first created, there was a balance of 

power between the authority of the shogun and Japan’s military class and the more symbolic 

power of the Imperial court. Slowly, the shogun was able to extend his authority over various 

aspects of government, such as land tenure and judicial matters which had previously been the 

domain of the Imperial court.58 By the late 1600s, the role of the Imperial court had been reduced 

to a ceremonial one while the shogun exercised more governing power. This was the result of an 

effort of centralization made by Oda Nobunaga and Toyotomi Hideyoshi59 and perhaps, if they 

had been successful in realizing their nationalistic objectives, Japan would have become more 

unified. As it was, Japan remained divided along regional lines until after the restoration of 

Imperial power in 1868. 

After Hideyoshi’s death in 1598, the then-emperor, Tokugawa Ieyasu, established the 

bakuhan system. Under this system, a balance of power existed between the centralized authority 

of the shogun and the localized authority of the daimyo.60 Daimyo were the lords of regional 

domains in Japan, and under them existed the warrior class of the samurai. Significantly, the 

samurai class was loyal primarily to their daimyo, rather than loyal directly to the shogun. 
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Though the daimyo themselves were expected to be loyal to the shogun, there existed a certain 

amount of tension between the two as the daimyo sought to legitimize their increasing local 

authority.  

During the Edo period (1603-1868) the bakufu attempted to restore some of the power of 

the imperial court in an attempt to enhance its own authority under the bakuhan system.61 The 

expectation was that the emperor would be steadfastly supportive of the shogun and would thus 

use his greater power to legitimize the bakufu. With this move, the shogun ignored the possibility 

that the emperor would ever have cause to move against him. Ultimately, though, bestowing the 

emperor with greater power meant that the daimyo would have an alternative to the shogun if 

they were looking for a different ruler who had national authority.  

Even with his rule legitimized by a more powerful emperor, there was an uneasy balance 

between the central authority of the shogun and the localized power of the daimyo. Indeed, in 

order to maintain control over the daimyo, the shogunate enforced a practice called sankin kotai. 

Under this rule, either the daimyo himself or part of his family would be in the capital at Edo, 

living with the shogun. Therefore, either the daimyo or his family would be at the mercy of the 

shogun, essentially remaining as the shogun’s hostage to prevent the daimyo from attacking. 

However, just as effective in controlling the daimyo was the fact that they would want to have a 

residence in Edo that reflected their status; in other words, they would have a home that was 

luxurious and well-staffed, both with servants and samurai loyal to them. This would be in 

addition to the home that they maintained and staffed in their own region. Furthermore, the 

elaborate procession to the capital also cost the daimyo a great deal of money. It was important 

for the daimyo, no matter how they resented the practice, to demonstrate their power and wealth 

while transporting their family members. That meant a lavish procession with many of their own 
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samurai retainers accompanying them or their family. The practice of sankin kotai meant that the 

daimyo were forced to divide their resources and it bankrupted some daimyo while leaving the 

economic resources of others spread very thin.  

Many daimyo resented the power that the shogun had over them, and were also wary of 

neighboring clans. The shogun himself relied on practices that intentionally kept his daimyo 

weak and it was in his best interest to discourage alliances between various clans. Therefore, 

Japan, during this time period, could not have been considered united. Instead, it was made up of 

many different territories with different interests and different cultural practices. These territories, 

in many cases begrudgingly, swore their loyalty to the shogun.62 As with most military states, 

this loyalty was based on the shogun’s ability to maintain control in domestic and foreign affairs. 

Thus, if it appeared that the shogun’s power was in decline, it opened the door for other powers 

to take control. 

 

Events Leading Up to the Boshin War 

 It was the failure of the shogun to maintain this control, then, that was the main cause of 

the Boshin War. Among his failures, the greatest was the inability of the bakufu government to 

defend against the opening of Japan to the West. Beginning in 1853, with Commodore Matthew 

Perry, it was made clear that Japan would be forced to trade with Western nations against its will 

because Japanese were not able to effectively fight against the military technology of the West. 

Furthermore, with the Harris Treaty, signed in 1858, the shogun essentially admitted defeat to 

these Western nations and signed over trading rights. Under this treaty, the Nagasaki and 
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Kanagawa ports were to be opened to American trade by 1859, Niigata in 1860, and Hyogo in 

1863; while in these ports, Americans would be subject to American law.63 To many Japanese 

people, this meant that crimes committed by Americans would go unpunished. In addition, 

foreign traders were to be allowed into Edo, the nation’s capital, by 1862 and Osaka in 1863.64 

These concessions were seen not only as a sign of the shogun’s weakness by the daimyo but also 

as a threat to Japan. Many of the daimyo were infuriated by the conciliatory display; they 

expected a larger show of force from their military leader.  

According to most historians, the shogun had little choice but to sign the treaty based on 

the disparity in firepower between Japan and Western countries.65 Western technology, and 

particularly military technology, was far more advanced than Japanese technology at the time. 

Prior to 1853, the only western power that the Japanese had been trading with was the Dutch, 

which meant that the Japanese were largely unexposed to the massive warships and more 

advanced firearm technology that other western nations possessed. Upon seeing the cannon 

aboard Mathew Perry’s warships, the shogun understood that Japanese firepower was lacking 

and, unless they were able to expand their military capabilities, they would lose any war they 

fought with western nations. With this in mind, the shogun also signed similar treaties with 

Britain, France, Russia and the Netherlands.66 It can be argued that the shogun was given little 

option but to sign these treaties; however, due to the fact that the shogun was a military leader, 
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his power was largely based in military victories. Because he could not be victorious against the 

west, other clans, such as Ch┗sh┣ began to challenge him.  

 Significantly, due to the shogunate’s own maneuvering nearly 200 years prior, the shogun 

was not the only centralized authority in Japan: the emperor also had a certain amount of 

authority, and it was during this time period that he began to wield it. Though the emperor had 

long been seen as a mere figurehead, he still had political influence, and at a time when many 

daimyo were disapproving of the shogun’s actions, he seemed to be a logical person to rally 

behind. The emperor at the time, Komei, was particularly insightful and politically minded.67 

Furthermore, he made it clear that, though he was unfailingly supportive of the shogun himself, 

he reserved the right to refuse to cooperate with, and speak out against, policies he did not agree 

with.68  One of the policies that he opposed was letting foreigners into Japan, and he was willing 

to abdicate his throne in an attempt to convince the shogun not to sign the treaties with foreign 

nations. This was a drastic threat, particularly because, at the time, the emperor’s son was only 

six years old and therefore unable to successfully govern. The threat to abdicate was likely the 

only way the emperor could force the shogun to listen to him.69 He knew that in the current 

uncertain times the shogun would want an experienced and thoughtful leader on the throne, 

rather than his young son or one of the untested three princes who would have come to the throne 

had Komei abdicated.  

Unfortunately, the emperor’s letter with his threat to abdicate did not reach the shogun, 

who signed treaties with the Americans, though it might not have made a difference even if it 

had because of the immense pressure the shogun was under to sign the treaty. The bakufu stalled 
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the signing of the treaty for as long as they could. However, during this time period, the British 

were heaping military humiliations on China, a country which, like Japan, had not been as 

exposed to the military technology of the West. Seeing what was happening with their neighbors, 

it would have been almost impossible for the bakufu negotiators to refuse to sign the treaty.70 

The significance of this letter, then, is not whether or not it would have changed the shogun’s 

mind, but rather the message that it sent to the daimyo who, like the emperor, opposed the treaty. 

For them, having the shogun sign the treaty after the emperor’s objections was not only an insult, 

but a chance to gain the moral high ground in politics. It was rare that the emperor would share 

his political opinion, and by blatantly ignoring it, the shogun created an easy way for his enemies 

to criticize him while the emperor himself provided a source of power for the daimyo to rally 

behind. 

Ultimately, the emperor was persuaded not to abdicate; however, months later word 

reached him that the bakufu had also signed trade treaties with other foreign powers.71 In 

response to this, the emperor wrote another letter, recognizing that it was necessary to sign the 

treaty with America, but condemning the shogun for signing other treaties and for not consulting 

major domains in his decisions.72 One copy of this letter was sent to the shogun, while another 

copy of the letter was sent with a representative of the Mito domain, in the hopes that they would 

communicate the emperor’s words with other major domains and pressure the shogun into 

carrying out the emperor’s wishes. This was dangerous for two reasons: it broke the shogun’s 

mandate that the emperor should not communicate with daimyo, and encouraged the Mito 

domain to reach out to other domains to stand in opposition to the shogun. Therefore, this 
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letter— whether it was meant to or not— would likely have been seen by the daimyo and the 

bakufu as a rallying cry.   

Unbeknownst to the emperor, the shogun, Tokugawa Iesada, died shortly after signing 

the treaty with the Americans.73  Iesada was largely seen as incompetent, though such a 

judgment must be viewed in light of his failing health. He was replaced by Tokugawa Yoshinobu 

who was highly regarded by his peers, though he himself was largely uninterested in becoming 

shogun.74 It was under Yoshinobu that the bakufu signed treaties with other foreign powers. 

Komei was not informed of the shogun’s death until September 23rd, over a month after it had 

occurred.75 Perhaps Komei would not have sent his letter to the Mito domain had he been aware 

of the shogun’s death, in an attempt to ensure that the new shogun would come to power with a 

greater sense of stability. This sense of responsibility towards the new shogun probably did play 

a role in Komei’s decision not to abdicate. 

Regardless of Komei’s intentions, the leaders of the bakufu heard of the letter and were 

furious. They forbade anyone from spreading the message of the emperor’s disapproval.76 

Furthermore, Manabe Akikatsu, a senior counselor for the bakufu, came to Kyoto with the intent 

“to rid the capital of all those who opposed the shogunate’s policies.”77 Thus began the Ansei 

Purge in which eight samurai leaders were executed. For those in Mito who had already been 

told, however, the idea that the bakufu was trying to suppress the emperor’s opposition was 

infuriating. Some Mito samurai tried to block the message from returning to Kyoto, and therefore 
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being taken out of circulation, but they were unsuccessful.78 Other Mito samurai were 

responsible for the assassination of Ii Naosuke, the first minister of the bakufu, who the assassins 

claimed was guilty of ignoring the emperor and having the treaty signed despite his wishes.79 

The fact that the bakufu tried to silence the emperor’s disapproval suggests that they knew that 

the treaty would be unpopular and did not want to give dissenting daimyo an authority to rally 

behind. It also shows that the bakufu respected the fact that the emperor was an authority that 

could potentially be a threat to the shogun’s control of Japan. 

These incidents led to the bakufu’s attempt to regain the support of its daimyo. One of the 

ways in which they sought to do this was to relax their control over the daimyo through the 

Bunky┣ Reforms of 1862.80 The leaders of the bakufu believed that this would improve their 

relations with the daimyo while also helping strengthen their own authority. Previously, they had 

tried to control the daimyo by weakening their position; however, under threat from the west, the 

bakufu decided that building up the strength of Japan was more important than controlling the 

daimyo. Part of the Bunky┣ Reforms was a seven year moratorium put on the practice of sankin 

kotai, giving the daimyo a chance to build their military strength and enabling them to purchase 

and train with western firearms. Among the daimyo that were quickly remilitarizing were the 

Ch┗sh┣, the Satsuma and the Saga.81 These were three of the largest and most powerful domains, 

and therefore the domains most capable of standing up to the bakufu.  

 Relations between the Japanese and foreigners continued to be strained and more 

Japanese people began to take violent actions against people from European nations. Emissaries 

from Kyoto began to travel to Edo, demanding the removal of foreigners. Some of these trips to 
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Edo resulted in violence against foreigners, which proved disastrous for bakufu foreign 

diplomacy. Throughout this time, the emperor gained power and prestige. Indeed, 

acknowledging the importance of the emperor, the shogun sent Matsudaira Katamori of Aizu to 

become Kyoto’s protectorate, in the efforts to keep the emperor safe. In 1863, the shogun himself 

visited Kyoto to pay his respects to the emperor, the first time this had happened since 1634.82 

This suggests that, for the first time in over 200 years, the shogun was forced to acknowledge the 

political power of the emperor and the emperor’s ability to influence foreign and domestic policy. 

For those observing this meeting, it was soon obvious that the emperor and his court nobles, and 

not the shogun, were in charge.83 This shows that, long before fighting broke out, the emperor 

was beginning to exert his authority and taking a more active role in the politics of Japan. Since 

the establishment of the bakuhan system, the emperor had been seen as a figurehead more than a 

leader with any consequence. The 1860s marked the first time that the emperor had posed a 

significant political threat to the bakufu, due to both domestic and foreign threats, and the bakufu 

was not in a position to adequately defend its hold on power. 

While the emperor was challenging the shogun, Ch┗sh┣ was becoming increasingly 

radical. Its leaders began to not only challenge foreigners by shelling foreign ships, but they also 

challenged the court of the emperor. In 1864, Ch┗sh┣ forces attacked and attempted to seize 

Kyoto. At this point in time, they were held back by an Aizu-Satsuma alliance, and condemned 

by the emperor, resulting in a temporary cooperation between the bakufu and Imperial court. At 

the same time, rebels in Mito were also being pacified, resulting in the ruthless beheading of 

hundreds of rebels by bakufu forces. Ch┗sh┣, too, was subdued, and the three domain elders who 
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had advocated for and led the attack on Kyoto were ordered to commit suicide and beheaded.84 

After this, a more conservative leader took charge of the Ch┗sh┣ domain.  

 Due to these uprisings, the bakufu felt that sankin kotai needed to be reinstated, and in 

1865 the bakufu sent out reminders to the daimyo that they were expected to come to the capital. 

However, these reminders, in large part, went ignored. Significantly, the Imperial court also 

objected to the restoration of sankin kotai, stating that the daimyo should instead be allowed to 

focus on rearmament. Many felt that the bakufu was overstepping its bounds. Meanwhile, the 

conservative daimyo in Ch┗sh┣ changed positions, strengthening the radical faction that had 

attacked Kyoto, which led to another uprising. In this second fight against Ch┗sh┣, the bakufu 

was less able to achieve cooperation between other domains to put down the uprising. Indeed, 

Satsuma, who had been integral in the previous defeat of Ch┗sh┣, were wary of becoming the 

next domain targeted by the bakufu. Though they had proven their loyalty to the shogun, it was 

difficult not to see parallels between Ch┗sh┣ and themselves; both were large, powerful domains 

that had been fairly successful in rearming. The bakufu’s move to try to reinstate sankin kotai 

suggested that they would once again try to restrict the power of the domains, and might even 

move against the domains that had gained too much power. For Satsuma, a stronger bakufu 

meant less power for the domains, so they wanted to prevent the bakufu from regaining the 

power that they once held.  

 The bakufu had lost the respect and loyalty of many of its daimyo. Furthermore, as the 

bakufu began to compromise and cooperate with foreign powers, those leaders who had strong 

anti-foreign sentiments turned the animosity they had previously felt only for foreigners on the 

more conciliatory bakufu. In 1866, a secret alliance was brokered between the Ch┗sh┣ and 

Satsuma domains in which Satsuma promised not to move against Ch┗sh┣, and to intervene in 
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the imperial court in the attempt to return Ch┗sh┣ to favor.85 Satsuma also made an agreement 

with the Tosa domain, the basis of which was that “there could not be two rulers in one land” and 

it was therefore necessary “to seek out the national polity and structure of the Imperial Country 

of old.”86 This alliance shows that, two years before the Boshin War broke out, these domains 

had decided to move against the bakufu in support of restoring the emperor to power. 

 Between Satsuma and Ch┗sh┣, there had been a focus on building up their military and 

weaponry, which would ultimately prove disastrous for the bakufu. The shogun, unaware of the 

alliances between Satsuma and other clans, trusted Satsuma and approved of its rearmament plan. 

This meant that Satsuma were able to focus on expanding their firepower with the support of the 

shogun, though they would ultimately use the weaponry against him.87 Ch┗sh┣, on the other 

hand, was marked as enemies of the shogun and so had greater difficulty arming themselves with 

the modern western firearms. However, Ch┗sh┣, unlike other clans, had recognized the power of 

western weapons early on. In 1853, a proposal was made to the leader of the Ch┗sh┣ clan that 

they “at once begin work on the construction of firearms.”88 Furthermore, Ch┗sh┣ did not limit 

themselves by insisting that only the samurai class fight. Instead, as early as 1844, they were 

using peasants in their armies, suggesting that as long as they were given “competent leadership, 

adequate training and proper equipment” they would be successful soldiers.89 This idea that 

peasants, in addition to samurai, could be capable of fighting, was thought of as absurd at the 

time, but it provided Ch┗sh┣ with a great deal of manpower. 
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The Boshin War 

 Political shifts occurred in rapid succession from 1867-1868. In February of 1867, the 

emperor Komei died, and was succeeded by his son; in November of the same year, Yoshinobu 

resigned as shogun, giving his administrative powers to the emperor.90 On January 3 of 1868, 

there was a coup d’état, led by a group of court nobles and daimyo, that secured the control of 

the Meiji emperor, although this was mostly a formality, since the shogun had already 

abdicated.91 As a result of this coup, the political power of the shogunate was formally ended. 

On January 7th, Ch┗sh┣ forces marched on Kyoto, forcing the shogun to leave the capital for 

Osaka.92 However, despite the decisions of the court, the shogun still retained a great deal of 

political power. On January 11th, he met with the foreign powers of England, France, the USA, 

Italy, Prussia and Holland. He assured them that he would maintain his authority and that the 

treaties he had made with them would continue to be honored a statement that would later be 

supported by the daimyo. Indeed, there was to be a shift towards a more moderate position 

among some of the daimyo.93 In part this was because those involved were aware that Japan 

needed to present a united front to foreigners. At a time when the foreign threat was so pervasive, 

most daimyo wanted to avoid a civil war.  

 Yet many other daimyo perceived, correctly, that the bakufu, and therefore their previous 

way of life, was under attack. Even though some domains were willing to rebel against the 

bakufu, many preferred the predictability of life under the shogun. Also, those who were not part 

of the alliance that moved against the bakufu worried that they would not have as much power 
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under the emperor. Historians are not sure if the shogun approved the movement of 10,000 to 

15,000 troops from Osaka to Kyoto, or if his overzealous subordinates acted without his 

permission, but on January 26th, pro-bakufu forces moved.94 Upon hearing this, leaders among 

the Imperial forces prepared themselves and ultimately gave the bakufu a series of decisive 

defeats at Toba and Fushimi. Not only were the Imperial forces better armed with rifles and 

cannon, but they also had the privilege of heightened solidarity and morale, for it was the 

Imperial banners, the banners of their cause, that flew in Kyoto and not the banners of the 

shogun.  

 The battles at Toba and Fushimi began, and set the tone for, the rest of the Boshin War. 

During the previous decade, the shogun had relaxed control over his daimyo in the hopes that 

they would use their new found freedom to begin rearmament campaigns and militarize in order 

to stand a better chance against the foreigners. This method was successful among some of the 

han; ironically, two of the most successful domains to rearm were Ch┗sh┣ and Satsuma, who 

were two of the strongest domains moving against the bakufu. When the shogun attempted to 

regain the power that he had given up for the sake of rearmament, it was these two clans that 

then had the most to lose.  

Understanding the bakufu’s attempt to regain power, Ch┗sh┣ and Satsuma turned to the 

emperor. Ch┗sh┣ did so because they were already targeted by the shogun and Satsuma because 

they sensed that it was only a matter of time before that same target would appear on their own 

backs. In this way, two of the most powerful of the han, the most prepared to fight against the 

foreign threat because they had been training with the superior foreign weapons, turned their 

backs on the bakufu. For the rest of the short civil war, the forces of the bakufu would be 
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superior in number, but less well armed and less equipped to deal with the better trained Imperial 

forces, armed with more sophisticated weapons. 

 The Boshin War consisted of 17 major battles and lasted from 1868 to 1869— the Battle 

of Toba and Fushima is considered the first of the war. After the Imperial victory at Toba and 

Fushima, more daimyo, previously uncommitted to either side, declared their loyalty— and more 

importantly, their men— to the Imperial cause.95 Despite this, the forces of the Imperial 

Restoration spent the entire war outnumbered. Indeed, when looking only at the numbers, 4,500 

Imperial units deployed against 15,500 bakufu units, it seems impossible that Restoration forces 

would have had any chance of victory.96 However, though they were outnumbered, the Imperial 

forces had more modern weapons, and newer, more advanced western firearms. This was the 

first war in which the Japanese fought heavily with western weapons, and the advanced 

weaponry was mostly on the side of the Meiji. Bakufu forces were not only lacking in more 

advanced weaponry, they were also lacking in military strategy and experience in combating 

such weaponry. On the other hand, Ch┗sh┣ and Satsuma, the epicenters of the Imperial forces, 

had spent the past decade not only rearming themselves with the western weapons, but training 

with them and learning western battle strategies. Thus, though they were outnumbered, the 

Imperial forces were far better equipped to fight a war.  

 The shogun, understanding that Japan needed to present a united front against the still-

present foreign threat, surrendered peacefully while in Edo in 1868. Despite this, there was still 

fighting among Imperial forces and those loyal to bakufu in Edo until the Battle of Ueno on July 

4th, 1868, when the last remaining bakufu forces were soundly defeated.97 Even then, the war 
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continued in other parts of Japan. This fighting was mostly contained to the north in Aizu and on 

Hokkaido, the northern-most island of Japan. Aizu was captured and subdued on November 6th 

of 1868 while Hokkaido was able to draw out the fighting for another six months before they, too, 

were forced to surrender, finally ending the Boshin War in 1869.98  

 

Aizu’s Role in the War 

 If Satsuma and Ch┗sh┣ were some of the strongest and most loyal forces fighting for the 

emperor, then their bakufu counterpart would have been the domain of Aizu. Aizu had fought for 

the shogun, whether out of loyalty or their domain’s self-interest, and remained a stronghold for 

the bakufu late into the war. The domain of Aizu was only able to hold out for a month against 

Meiji attackers, though the fact that they were able to do so is more impressive than the 

timeframe immediately suggests. Unlike other domains, Aizu was relatively short on manpower, 

and did not have a very good economy. Sending 15,000 troops to Kyoto six years previously also 

meant that they had fewer men than most. Like other bakufu domains, Aizu was not well-

equipped with Western weaponry, though they did have a school and instructor in Western 

armament.  

 One of the things that set Aizu apart was that it had a very strong samurai culture. In 

some ways, this aided in its defeat. For example, Aizu samurai were less likely to work together 

to defeat the Meiji; they preferred to seek individual glory, while the Imperial forces were trained 

to work as a unit to more effectively take down their enemies.99 However, in other ways, their 

deep-rooted samurai culture helped Aizu last against the Meiji troops. This was because Aizu, 

more than most other domains at the time, believed in training their women to defend themselves, 
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their homes, and their families.100 Thus, though Aizu did not have as many men of fighting age 

as they might have boasted the decade previously, they still had people who were willing and 

capable of defending the domain. Women who had more training in weaponry formed fighting 

units, while those who were not as well trained contributed by making ammunition for Aizu 

soldiers, ultimately helping the domain hold out against Meiji forces longer than they would 

have otherwise been able to.  
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Chapter 3: Siege of Tsurugaj┗ Castle and the Women Warriors, Nakano Takeko and Yamamoto 

Yaeko  

 

Aizu’s Reasons for Fighting for the Shogun 

 Aizu was a town ruled by the Matsudaira clan. Due to the fact that it was farther inland, it 

was not as directly affected by the 1858 Harris Treaty, as were the major coastal cities of 

Japan.101 For example, both the Ch┗sh┣ and the Satsuma domains had a great deal of coastal 

territory and were thus more likely to see the effects of foreigners. This is one reason why 

Ch┗sh┣ and Satsuma both fought on the side of the Meiji. When compared to these other 

domains, Aizu did not have as much stake in the Boshin War, which was fought between the 

forces of the shogun, who had signed the treaty, and the Meiji forces, who greatly distrusted 

foreigners and abhorred the perceived weakness of the shogun.  

From this perspective, it seems strange that Katamori Matsudaira, the leader of Aizu at 

the time of the War, would turn Aizu into one of the greatest strongholds of the shogun. Aizu 

was fairly isolated; surrounded by mountains, it was very difficult to get to.102 This meant that 

whether or not the treaty was signed would not have had a large effect on Aizu. In addition, Aizu 

was relatively poor, and did not have the resources to successfully fight in a war, particularly one 

where the stakes were not high for them. Aizu did not have a surplus of men who were of 

fighting age, which meant that when Katamori did send men to fight for the shogun, there were 

few left to protect the domain. On the surface, it makes little sense for Aizu to have gotten 

involved in this war and to have played as big a role as it did. To understand Aizu’s motives, it is 
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important to understand its relationship with the shogun, and the events leading up to the Boshin 

War that made it impossible for Aizu to refuse to fight.   

Though the Harris Treaty was one of the causes of the Boshin War, it had little to do with 

the reason Aizu fought; Aizu was fighting for the shogun more than they were fighting for any 

particular policies. Many scholars point to the first article of the Matsudaira House which reads 

“Serve the shogun loyally with all your heart… If the clan lord is disloyal to the Tokugawa, he is 

no son of mine, and you are never to obey him” 103, as an explanation for why Aizu fought so 

ardently on the side of the shogun.104 These historians suggest that Katamori wanted to be loyal 

to the principles of the founder of the domain, and that honor played a large role in his decision. 

Indeed, it is said that he declared that “It is inconceivable that Aizu’s relationship with the 

bakufu is the same as that of other domains…To share the bakufu’s fate is what the domainal 

founder taught us. We cannot let the main Tokugawa line fall on its own.”105 On the surface, 

these words seem to indicate an unshakeable loyalty to the bakufu government. It is important to 

realize, however, that Katamori was a political figure, and, while loyalty to shogun may have 

played a part in his decisions, domain self-interest was likely also something he was considering. 

The idea that Aizu fought the Boshin War solely due to its loyalty to the shogun comes 

into question when examining Katamori’s initial response to becoming the Kyoto Protectorate. 

Becoming the Kyoto Protectorate meant that Katamori, along with a great deal of Aizu’s samurai, 

would have to go to Kyoto to protect the emperor from rebel forces like Ch┗sh┣ at the shogun’s 

behest. When the shogun originally called on him to assume these responsibilities Katamori 

declined, stating that such a position was not economically feasible at the time, particularly since 
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Aizu had relatively few men who were able to work, and therefore, who would be expected to 

fight in Kyoto.106 In addition, two of his retainers, Saigo Tanomo and Tanaka Tosa, advised him 

to reject the position for economic reasons. In his essay, “Not for the Shogun” Armen Bakalian 

notes that it was only after the urging, and subtle threats, of his military allies that Katamori 

ultimately decided to accept the position in 1862.107 However, one of the ways that his military 

allies, Matsudaira Shungaku, convinced him to accept the position was to remind Katamori of 

“his responsibility of obedience as stipulated by the Aizu house code.”108 This suggests that, 

while the house code might not have been the main influence in Katamori’s decision, it was a 

factor.  

Domain self-interest, however, cannot be completely discounted as a reason for 

Katamori’s acceptance. Though acting as the Kyoto Protectorate might have hurt Aizu 

economically in the short term, it also had the possibility of reaping long term benefits of 

political advancement. By turning away political and military allies, Katamori would also be 

turning away an opportunity for this advancement which, at the time, seemed likely. During the 

first few years that Aizu was acting as a protectorate of Kyoto, they gained military glory and 

Imperial approval by defeating the rebelling Ch┗sh┣ at Hamaguri Gate in 1864.109 This gave 

them approval from both the shogun and the emperor, who had not yet moved against the bakufu 

government. 

While some scholars point to Aizu’s own self-interest as the reason Katamori fought on 

the side of the shogun, 110 and others point to the articles of the Matsudaira house as the primary 
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reason for Katamori’s actions,111  it would be imprudent to suggest that Katamori was not 

considering multiple factors when he accepted the position of becoming the Kyoto Protectorate. 

The interest of his domain was almost certainly something he considered, especially when 

regarding the evidence that Katamori originally refused the position due to the poverty in his 

domain, but later accepted when subtle threats against his territory were made and his other top 

advisor, Yoshinaga, strongly suggested that he take the position.112 It is very likely that he 

seriously weighed the potential political benefits against the economic risks that went along with 

accepting the position.  

It is also important to acknowledge the idea of honoring the domain’s articles would have 

been significant to him. One point that Bakalian and Shimoda do not stress in their analysis of 

the reason Katamori accepted the role of Kyoto Protectorate was that he was an adopted son. The 

ruler of the domain prior to him had not had any male children, and so Katamori was adopted 

into the family to ensure that there would be a male heir and ruler. The fact that he was not a 

Matsudaira by birth likely made it more important that he follow the letter of the domain’s house 

articles. Whereas someone directly descended from the Matsudaira might have felt more 

comfortable choosing to interpret the words differently, Katamori likely felt pressure to prove 

himself as a loyal member of the house. This is evidenced by the effectiveness of Matsudaira 

Shungaku’s letter reminding Katamori of his responsibility to the shogun, in an attempt to 

pressure him into accepting the role of Kyoto protectorate.113 By stressing the point of 

Katamori’s responsibilities based specifically on the Aizu house codes suggests that Shungaku 
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knew it would be an effective way to convince Katamori, particularly because Shungaku himself 

was a Matsudaira while Katamori was not.  

Accepting the request to become the Kyoto Protectorate was, for Aizu, the turning point 

in events leading up to the Boshin War. It must be understood that when Aizu originally 

accepted the position of Kyoto Protectorate it did not mean moving against the emperor; at this 

point in time, the shogun and emperor were working together to put down rebellions against 

policies that favored the foreigners. Indeed, the shogun had requested that Aizu send men to 

Kyoto in an effort to protect the emperor. When Aizu’s men defeated Ch┗sh┣ at Hamaguri Gate, 

the emperor praised them for putting down the rebellion. However, though the emperor approved 

of this defeat in 1864, Ch┗sh┣ ultimately became a large part of the Meiji army. This meant 

Aizu’s victory over Ch┗sh┣ at Hamaguri made it susceptible to Ch┗sh┣’s desire for revenge. By 

the time the emperor split from the shogun and the Boshin War started, Aizu had made too many 

enemies out of those like Ch┗sh┣, who declared their loyalty to the Meiji.114 

The way the Boshin War began further complicated Aizu’s role in it. During the first 

battle of the war, the Battle at Toba-Fushimi, Aizu’s soldiers had fired back at Ch┗sh┣ and 

Satsuma soldiers that were attacking them.115  After Aizu had already begun defending 

themselves, Ch┗sh┣ and Satsuma unveiled the banner of the emperor. This signified that Ch┗sh┣ 

and Satsuma were fighting for the emperor and any attack against them was equivalent to an 

attack against the emperor himself. Thus, as a result of this battle, the men of Aizu, who had 

spent the last several years in Kyoto in efforts to protect the emperor, became rebels fighting 

against the emperor’s wishes and implicated the whole Aizu domain in their “treason”. This gave 

Ch┗sh┣ and Satsuma an excuse to attack Aizu, despite the fact that the shogun later surrendered 
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peacefully in Edo. However, it was not the goal of the Ch┗sh┣ and Satsuma domains to subjugate 

Aizu simply because of their actions during this battle. Bakalian points out that “there were 

edicts issued far in advance of the war, without the emperor’s sanction, calling for [Aizu’s] 

armed subjugation.”116 This suggests the two domains had been planning on attacking forces 

loyal to the shogun even without the provocation of firing against the emperor’s banners. Thus, 

the emperor was no more than an excuse to attack Aizu, particularly because the edicts allowing 

them to attack had not been sanctioned by the emperor. Aizu would have been attacked no matter 

what they had done.  

 Katamori, then, did not choose to fight against the emperor, but was put into a position in 

which he felt that the best method of self-preservation was to fight on the side of the bakufu, 

against enemies Aizu had already made. Indeed, rather than make a rousing announcement that 

Aizu would restore the bakufu and defeat the forces fighting for the Meiji Restoration, Aizu and 

its allies stated “We will destroy the offenders. Those who fly before us we shall not pursue; but 

we will reconquer Japan and the Emperor may indeed reign over it.”117 Aizu was not proposing a 

radical restructuring of government, nor were they asking that the emperor pay a price for 

wresting power from the shogun. Instead, they wanted a return to the bakuhan style of 

government that had been successful before foreigners came to Japan.  

However, Katamori’s original worries regarding Aizu’s lack of finances and manpower 

remained; Aizu’s forces were greatly reduced from assisting in Kyoto, and, though they had been 

attempting to prepare for battle since the outbreak of war at Toba-Fushimi, they were not ready 

for war. Not only had many of their men been called to fight in other battles, but the men who 

remained in Aizu were largely uncoordinated and untested. Furthermore, after the defeat at 
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Toba-Fushimi, Aizu had begun incorporating people outside of the warrior class into its army.118 

Though this was likely necessary for them to stand a chance against the Meiji, the townspeople 

would not have been trained like the warrior class and would not have helped with Aizu’s lack of 

coordination. Though Ch┗sh┣ had successfully incorporated members of other classes into its 

armies, they had been training these people for years, making their armies more effective when 

compared to Aizu’s slapdash addition to its armies.119 In addition to a more coordinated army, 

the forces of the Meiji also had access to better weapons. Domains were responsible for 

providing their men with firearms, which meant that the wealthier domains were better equipped 

than the poorer ones.120 Satsuma had been arming themselves with Western firearms and, while 

Aizu tried to do the same, they did not have enough money to buy large amounts of the best 

weapons. This meant that they were at a disadvantage both in the effectiveness of their armies 

and the effectiveness of their weapons.  

 

The Women of Aizu 

Men were not the only people fighting for Aizu, however. Due to its particularly strong 

samurai culture, Aizu had a strong tradition in educating women in “‘the ways of the pen and the 

sword’”.121 If not for the Boshin War and the fact that Aizu’s male forces had been greatly 

depleted after serving in Kyoto, it is likely that the training of women would have gone relatively 

unnoticed. Instead, due to the absence of men, these women took on a greater role in the defense 

of the domain, and some of them took up leadership positions, commanding not only other 
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women, but also the remaining men. These women were not part of a standing army, nor would 

they typically be expected to fight in battles, but they were taught, as a part of the samurai 

culture, that they had a duty to protect their domain as well as their families.122 Again, martial art 

training for women in Japan was considered part of the domestic sphere. In the absence of their 

husbands or fathers, they would have been expected to be able to defend their homes and take 

care of the family. 

One of the main weapons for women of the samurai class was the naginata, a scythe-like 

weapon that was light weight and had a long reach. The qualities of the naginata allowed women 

to gain the advantage over male opponents who were bigger and stronger than they were.123 The 

amount of training women received depended on which domain they were from geographically, 

and Aizu was one of the domains that focused on training their women in martial arts.124 It is 

likely that, in other domains, women would not have had the same opportunity to stand out as 

warriors because those domains did not focus on training their women to the same extent. 

Furthermore, some women underwent more training than others because their families were of 

higher rank and could therefore afford to send their daughters to more skilled teachers for longer 

periods of time. Regardless of their family’s situation though, most women in Aizu were 

expected to— at the very least— be able to protect themselves and their families from untrained 

attackers.125 The circumstances surrounding Aizu and Aizu’s women, then, were a unique 
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combination that fostered a place for militarized women and their ability to participate in the 

defense of the domain.  

When Aizu was attacked, Aizu’s women took one of four paths: suicide, fleeing to the 

countryside, taking up arms, or withdrawing to Tsurugaj┗ castle, Aizu’s stronghold, either to 

assist with or participate in combat. Many women who thought that they could be of some use, 

whether in assisting with injured soldiers or cooking for the men or participating in the fighting 

itself went to Tsurugaj┗. Many of the women who attempted to flee were killed in the process. 

The women most likely to commit suicide were samurai women who were elderly or had small 

children because women under these circumstances felt that they would be less able to support 

the fighting. Children would usually commit suicide alongside their mothers, or be killed by 

family members if they were too young.  

Women committed suicide to preserve their honor and to prevent themselves from having 

their corpses “strewn along the streets” as was done with women who the Meiji forces attacked 

and killed.126 Suicide was a way for women to control their deaths and, as they often committed 

suicide as a family, a way for them to die surrounded by their loved ones. Furthermore, it 

prevented them from being captured and taken as prisoners of war where they feared not only 

being treated harshly but also being raped. Not only might they be taken as prisoners of war but, 

perhaps worse, if they resolved to live but were incapable of fighting they would become “a 

hindrance and needlessly consume provisions in the castle.”127 For this reason, many women, 

children and elderly chose to stay behind when there was a call to go to the stronghold of 
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Tsurugaj┗ castle. Two hundred and thirty of those who stayed behind committed suicide, most of 

whom were the elderly, women and children.128  

Often, to avoid being captured or becoming a hindrance, whole families would commit 

suicide. One example of this is discussed in Shiba Gor┗’s Remembering Aizu. He was told by his 

uncle  

“‘The enemy of was already in the city, but your mother and the rest of the family 

refused to leave the house. They committed suicide— yes, all five— your mother, 

your grandmother, your sisters Soi and Satsu, and Taichiro’s wife, Toku…. I 

realize this is very painful for you, but you and I both know this is the lot of 

samurai…. I want you to know that your own little sister killed herself with great 

courage and determination.’”129  

This quote shows not only that whole families of women in Aizu committed suicide, but 

that it was, to some extent, expected of them. The idea of female relatives killing themselves was 

“the lot of samurai” which also suggests that women outside of the samurai class would not be 

expected to carry out suicide. Furthermore, that his little sister killed herself “with great courage 

and determination” suggest his pride in the way the young woman approached suicide, 

demonstrating that, unlike in western culture, suicide was an accepted act of courage. 

Furthermore, later in the text Gor┗ notes that his mother would likely have joined the fighting 

women had she not felt responsible for joining her daughters and her mother in suicide.130 It is 

likely that some women who were capable of fighting instead committed suicide with their 
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families. Indeed, the women who took an active part in defending Aizu were either unmarried 

without children of their own, or had children who were fully grown.131  

The women who did not commit suicide either tried to flee or took up arms 

themselves.132 Many women were unsuccessful in their attempts to run away, and were killed by 

the Meiji forces. Many found more success in fleeing to Tsurugaj┗, Aizu’s stronghold, than 

fleeing to the surrounding countryside. When they arrived at Tsurugaj┗, the women would often 

assist in the war effort in any way they could. They would nurse the wounded, prepare food for 

those ensconced in the castle during the siege, make ammunition, and cover any cannonballs that 

made it past the walls “with wet mats and rice sacks before [they] exploded”.133 Women from 

various cultures often contributed to wartime efforts in similar ways, but what separates the 

women of Aizu from those of most other cultures is that they were “fully prepared, if necessary, 

to…charge into the enemy with their [naginata]” and were experienced enough fighters that they 

would present a threat.134  

Of the women who remained outside of Tsurugaj┗ for combat, twenty to thirty formed a 

fighting unit called the J┗shigun, or Women’s Army.135 These women were typically very skilled 

with weapons and did not have dependents relying on them, giving them more freedom to 

participate in the fighting. This force of women was led by Nakano Koko and fought on the front 

lines of the battle. In order to move more easily, they modified their clothes to be more like 
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men’s and cut their hair, wearing it in the same fashion as young men.136 Though they did 

modify their appearances in this way, it was for convenience, not disguise; at no point in time 

were they pretending to be men. The men that they joined in battle and the men that they fought 

against were aware that they were women. That they were allowed to fight, as women, 

demonstrates that there was not as much of a stigma surrounding female fighters as could be 

found in other countries during the same time period. These women were not necessarily 

encouraged to fight, nor were they always well received by their allies; however, fighting 

alongside men was not something they were forbidden to do. 

Though the members of the J┗shigun were trained in martial arts, they were not 

immediately able to join the battle, due to male commanders’ reservations about their gender. 

They asked to join the forces of the commander at Machiya Cannon Bridge, who refused them 

due to the fact that he thought having women fighting on the front lines would make the Aizu 

domain look weak to their enemies. The next field commander they interacted with, Kayano 

Gonbei, also refused them, and suggested that they return to Tsurugaj┗ castle to guard the Lady 

of the Domain, Matsudaira Teruhime. Kayano turned them over Furuya Sakuzaemon, who he 

expected to escort them to the Castle. Once Furuya was away from Kayano, however, he allowed 

the J┗shigun to form a separate squad which would participate in the fighting.137 These women 

warriors, then, were not immediately accepted as fighters, and were certainly not seen as equals. 

However, they were not discounted entirely and the men who wanted to keep them from fighting 

did not claim that they were inferior fighters because they were women, but instead seemed to be 

more concerned that fighting with women would negatively impact the honor of the domain.   
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These women were all fairly accomplished fighters. This is particularly true of the 

woman that Furuya put in charge of the J┗shigun squad, the daughter of Nakano Koko, Nakano 

Takeko. Takeko was renowned in the area for her beauty and as a genius with the naginata.138 

Indeed, Okabe claims that “if [Takeko] were a man, there is no doubt that she would have been 

the representative of Aizu samurai.”139 She was taught the naginata by Akaoka Dainosuke who 

had his own school and was also responsible for teaching the naginata to the Lady of the 

Domain, the Lord Katamori’s younger sister, Teruhime.140 Takeko went on to become a teacher 

of the naginata in her own right. In discussing Takeko’s accomplishments, though, it is 

important to note that she came from an important family in the region. Her father was a high 

ranking official in the army, making her family a relatively prominent one. If she had come from 

a less important family, it is likely that she would not have been trained to the same extent, nor 

would she have been given the same opportunities. Though some weapons training was common 

for most women, weapons training to the extent that Takeko received it was less common, and 

only the wealthier families had the ability to provide this sort of training for their daughters. 

However, it was also the prominence of her family, along with her tremendous skill, that allowed 

her to be a good leader; she was likely accustomed to taking on these roles and therefore was 

able to assume command more naturally. 

One of the defining battles that Takeko and the J┗shigun fought in was the Battle of 

Yanagi Bridge. Following Furuya’s orders, Takeko led the J┗shigun into battle. During this 

battle, Meiji forces, seeing that some of their opponents were women, sent out a call to take the 

Aizu women alive. However, this call was almost immediately rescinded as the members of the 
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J┗shigun quickly cut down their opposition. It was later written that Takeko “with her tied back 

hair, trousers, and steely eyes, radiated an intense male spirit and engaged the enemy troops, 

killing five or six with her naginata.”141 After the initial set back they suffered, the Meiji forces 

regrouped and began firing at the women, successfully killing many of them and forcing the rest 

of the group to retreat. During the battle, though, Nakano Takeko was fatally shot in the chest 

and insisted that her head be cut off so that it could not be taken as a trophy by the enemy, which 

would bring her dishonor. It was her sister who carried out this request, in the midst of battle, 

and later buried Takeko’s head at a nearby temple. This event shows that these women were 

following many of the ideals of the samurai. Though they would not be considered samurai 

warriors, they were still very much of the samurai class and embodied many of their practices, 

such as committing assisted suicide to avoid being captured or killed by the enemy. 

On October 18th, 1868, after an onslaught by Meiji forces, the watch bell was sounded, 

indicating that Aizu’s remaining population should retreat to Tsurugaj┗ castle, barricade 

themselves in and prepare for a siege. By this time, Aizu’s population mostly consisted of 

women, and men who were either too young or too old to fight. Therefore, women played a great 

role in the defense of the Castle.142 The remainder of the J┗shigun and Aizu’s male fighting 

forces also retreated to the Castle; however, these fighting units were not enough to be 

considered a serious threat by the Meiji forces. The siege on Tsurugaj┗ castle began on October 

18th and ended by the 5th of November.143  

Though the siege would ultimately end in defeat for Aizu, it is worth noting the role that 

women played in defending the castle and the land. Not all women were as skilled at fighting as 
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the women who made up the J┗shigun. Yet, those who did not join the J┗shigun in battle were 

still determined to make themselves useful by contributing to the defense of Tsurugaj┗ castle in 

whatever way they could, including tending to the wounded, making food, making ammunition 

and putting out cannon balls. Furthermore, not all of the women who were capable of fighting 

were able to join the J┗shigun, because they were in a different part of Aizu when the group 

formed. Of those who were unable to join the J┗shigun but still had a prominent role in combat, 

the most notable was Yamamoto Yaeko.  

Yaeko was the third child of Yamamoto Gonpachi and was taught how to use Western 

style firearms by her older brother.144 Skill with firearms was rare among samurai who had 

aligned themselves with the shogun, because they focused on the traditional Japanese style of 

fighting, and looked down on those who used foreign weapons.145 However, some forward 

thinkers, such as the Yamamoto family, understood the necessity of being able to use these 

weapons against forces that had no issue taking up foreign arms. As a result, Yamamoto Yaeko 

was not only one of the only women who were able to use Western style firearms; she was one 

of the only people from the domain of Aizu that could use these weapons with efficiency and 

understood how they worked. Indeed, during the war, she was called to explain the reason why 

cannon balls exploded to her lord.146 During the siege, most of the men who could use firearms 

had either been deployed elsewhere or had perished on the battlefields defending Aizu.147 Yaeko 

was in the singular position of being the main authority on these firearms within the Castle, and 

the remaining men had little choice but to heed her direction.  
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 Yamamoto Yaeko had stayed at Tsurugaj┗ castle in order to protect Katamori’s younger 

sister, Teruhime, and had formed a protection unit with other women who had also remained in 

the Castle. Once the siege of Tsurugaj┗ began, Yaeko and the remainder of the J┗shigun formed 

a mix gender fighting unit and sharp shooter force that defended the Castle during the siege. To 

this end, she participated in night sorties, dressed in men’s clothing and armed with two swords 

and her Spencer Rifle. Yaeko also taught other women how to make ammunition.148 Furthermore, 

she assumed command of the male soldiers who were manning the cannon.  

Typically, women would not be given such an important position; however Yaeko was 

able to take charge of the cannon for two reasons. The first was that she was the daughter of a 

renowned gun master and feudal retainer, and therefore had to be treated with a certain amount 

of respect. The second was that she was the only one left in Aizu with enough knowledge of 

guns to successfully take command of this group. She proved herself an admirable leader, 

remaining at the stations with her men even during the height of the bombardment, when at least 

1,208 cannonballs were fired against them in a single day.149 Her fearless leadership and fighting 

style would later inspire several popular culture homages, such as a manga series and a Taiga 

Drama series. Yet, if not for the Boshin War, she would never have had the chance to 

demonstrate her abilities and would likely have not gained the same amount of fame. 

It would have been impossible for a woman to distinguish herself in the ways of 

Yamamoto Yaeko and the members of the J┗shigun in the generation after the Boshin War. With 

the abolition of the samurai class in 1873, women were no longer trained to the same extent in 

martial arts.150 The goals of the Meiji shifted so that if women did take part in work that was 
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outside the home, it would largely be to assist in industrialization.151 Women were not allowed to 

join the army of Japan in a capacity other than nursing until 1967, and even then they were 

confined to more organizational roles rather than roles that would actually expose them to 

combat.152 They would not be allowed to train for combat until 1992.153  Thus the defense of 

Aizu marked one of the last times for over a century that women would be able to play a part in 

armed combat for Japan. 

 Ultimately, Aizu did not stand a chance against the superior Meiji forces. Aizu, like the 

other strongholds of the shogunate fell, making way for the restoration of power to the Meiji 

Emperor. The Meiji worked to abolish the samurai class with the goal of avoiding another civil 

war fought by displaced members of the samurai class who were still loyal to the shogun. It also 

meant the dismantling of the culture that had surrounded the samurai class for hundreds of years. 

Western ideals were adopted alongside Western technology. For Japanese women in the samurai 

class, this restructuring meant a loss of autonomy. When most scholars assess the Meiji 

Restoration, they see it as a time of progress for Japan, and in many ways it was. They had a 

greater access to Western technology and this era saw a restructuring of the government and the 

military, which ultimately made Japan a major world power. While it is easy to broadly classify 

this as an era of progress, it is important to remember that it was originally a setback for 

women’s rights in Japan.  
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Women and their actions are often less visible in history; they typically did not have a 

place in government, nor were they seen as having as much of an impact on economic spheres. 

Due to these facts, the roles of women in society are often overlooked. However, wartime creates 

situations where men are absent, such as in the case of Aizu, and women are able to take a more 

prominent role. If not for cases such as these it is likely that there would be a lack of awareness 

of women’s martial arts training, and there would not be the same understanding of the 

effectiveness of this training. Thus, war not only acts as a way in which women are able to take a 

larger role in history, but as a way historians can understand women’s level of preparation to 

take on these roles.  
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Chapter 4: Women in Media and the Modern View of Female Warriors  

 

The Role of Women During the Edo Period  

In her book A Room of One’s Own Virginia Woolf discusses women of fiction and how 

they differ from the way women are represented in history: “She dominates the lives of kings and 

conquerors in fiction; in fact she was the slave of any boy whose parents forced a ring on her 

finger.”154 Whereas women are capable, conniving, strong and clever in fiction, historical 

analysis of women tends to find them meek, submissive, or unmentioned. Of course, this begs 

the question, if all women were meek and submissive in reality, as they are represented in history, 

who were the women in fiction based on? Woolf notes further that there are “blank spaces on the 

shelves”155 where women’s history might have been, suggesting that women’s history had not 

been researched past the surface, which creates a very misleading story. 

This essay of Woolf’s strongly resonates with the historiography of Japanese women 

during the Edo period. Many historians, such as Nakano and Koyama, recognize the power 

women wielded in medieval Japan, but by the time of the Tokugawa, they argue that women’s 

roles had been reduced to complete submission to men. Nakano states that “in each class, the 

women were to take their lead from men, as they were all subjugated”156 while Koyama notes 

that “the superiority of men and the inferiority of women…was elaborated into a doctrine and a 

philosophy of life” during the Tokugawa era.157 In many ways, Nakano and Koyama are correct 

in their analysis. Women’s rights and autonomy had been declining for centuries. However, by 

painting in these broad strokes, they fail to acknowledge the nuances that permeate history; they 
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leave “blank spaces on the shelves.” Understanding the women who fought at Aizu is one way to 

begin to fill these blank spaces. While these women were certainly part of a culture in which 

women were subjugated, they were also part of a culture that insisted samurai women have 

extensive martial arts and scholarly training. Dismissing this means creating a less accurate view 

of Japanese history and culture.  

Women wielded more power in early Japanese history, though this power declined fairly 

steadily through to the Edo period (1603-1868). This subjugation largely rose out of neo-

Confucianism, and it was with inspiration from this philosophy that Kaibara Ekiken wrote Onna 

Daigaku or, in English, Greater Learning for Women.158 This book instructed women in proper 

behavior towards her parents, her husband, and her in-laws. It is full of such statements as “[a 

woman] must look to her husband as her lord and must serve him with all worship and 

reverence”159 and “the five worst infirmities that afflict women are indocility, discontent, slander, 

jealousy, and silliness…and it is they that cause women to be inferior to men.”160 Furthermore, 

this book was widely read at the time; it was neither obscure nor inaccessible, and most women 

were expected to either read it themselves or know its main points. When analyzing this book 

and knowing that many women had it memorized by the time that they were of marriageable age, 

it is understandable that many historians point to the Edo period as a time of women’s complete 

subjugation.  

Samurai women were, in many ways, different from women in the lower classes in what 

was expected of them. Due to the fact that they typically had money and resources that those of 

lower classes did not, they were expected to be educated. Part of their education would have 
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been studying the Greater Learning for Women, which lays out what women should strive to do 

to become better daughters and wives and focuses on women being subservient to men. However, 

this was only part of their education, and the rules set out in this guide did not always reflect the 

way women acted in real life. For example, in Aizu, Nakano Takeko once ran off a group of men 

who tried to peek at her in the bath, while Yamamoto Yaeko convinced her brother to teach her 

how to shoot a rifle and mastered the skill, though her father was originally against her learning. 

Later, these women and others would fight to defend their land from the Meiji and would be 

praised for their bravery. Their actions do not speak of submissiveness, nor do the words and 

actions of the men around them suggest that they thought women were completely inferior. As 

Bernstein points out “it makes little sense…to talk about Japanese women as though they formed 

a monolithic, unchanging group.”161 Clearly the reality is much more complex.  

The Greater Learning for Women is only one primary source; there are others that show a 

completely different side of women. In Remembering Aizu, Shiba Gor┗ praises the women who 

fought at Aizu, and suggests that his mother would have fought with them, had she not felt that 

her duty was to commit suicide with her family.162 It is clear, from the way he presents the idea 

of women fighting, that the actions of these women was not surprising. Indeed, it is shown that 

these women were simply carrying out their expected duties. In Musui’s Story: The 

Autobiography of a Tokugawa Samurai Katsu insists that women learn self-sufficiency, so that 

by thirteen they can “do things for [themselves] and learn to read and write as well as the average 

person.”163 In direct contrast to the Greater Learning for Women, which insists that parents 
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should not let their daughters do as they please Yamamoto Yaeko’s father allowed her (albeit 

after much insistence) to learn how to operate Western firearms. Furthermore, there was also a 

program, developed by Nariaki, the daimyo of the Mito domain, in the 1830s that insisted that 

women of the samurai class “devote themselves to studying the naginata” rather than learning 

how to arrange flowers or conduct a proper tea ceremony.164 Women who fought in battles are 

well documented in art as well, whether it be a photograph of Nakano Takeko dressed in armor 

or a woodblock print of a ‘woman’s army,’165 the evidence for female fighters exists in primary 

sources from throughout this time period.  

It is difficult to reconcile the self-sufficient, educated, naginata wielding woman with the 

one who is supposed to “in every detail, to distrust herself and obey her husband.”166 Looking 

only at the Greater Learning for Women gives an incomplete picture of what life for women was 

like during the Tokugawa era. Of course, this book cannot and should not be discounted when 

studying women, because it was popular and widely taught. Women of this era certainly had less 

power and rights than they did in the few hundred years prior, and had fewer rights than they 

would gain several decades into Meiji rule. However, the experiences of women during this era 

were also diverse. While there were certainly women who followed the letter of Greater 

Learning, there were also women who were well-educated, both in literature and in martial 

arts.167 Many women likely learned and practiced both the teachings from Greater Learning and 

their teachings as members of the samurai class. They likely reconciled these teachings based on 

regional variation. What is important to remember is that it is impossible to paint an entire 
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gender with the same brush. Women, particularly samurai women, of this time period should be 

understood as people who were taught both ‘the way of the pen and the sword’ and the lessons in 

the Greater Learning for Women. 

Though many samurai women received martial training, it would be incorrect to say that 

women were all well-trained with the naginata and martial arts in general. One reason for this 

was that the Tokugawa era was largely a time of peace, and so military training, particularly for 

women, was not always emphasized. As stated in the previous chapter, the amount of martial arts 

training a woman received depended on her circumstance. Certain domains, such as Aizu and 

Satsuma, spent more time developing the martial arts skills of women168 whereas in domains like 

the Mito, the training was less focused on practical use and more focused on the spiritual aspects 

of learning martial arts.169 If a woman was from a wealthier family, she was more likely to get 

this training, while if she was married early her training was likely to be cut short.170 

Furthermore, for the most part this training only occurred for women of the samurai class. 

Women of other classes were not likely to undertake martial arts, nor were they as likely to be as 

educated as samurai women.  

Like samurai women, though, women of other classes cannot be categorized as a 

monolith. Women had the option of avoiding marriage by becoming nuns, such as Jion-ni Kenka 

who disseminated Shingaku teachings, or geisha, such as Ema Saiko, who was a scholar of 

Chinese study and noted as an artist for her calligraphy.171 Some women became wives, but 

entered into matrilocal, matrilineal marriages, so that they retained more power than they would 
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have otherwise. Rather than daughters-in-law, the families of these women would adopt sons-in-

law, giving women the ability to “avoid domestic duties imposed on daughters-in-law.”172 

Furthermore, Japan had in place an adoption system that meant childbearing was not essential to 

a woman’s feminine identity. Heirs to the household were important, but in cases of infant 

mortality or infertility, families could adopt sons or designate their daughters as heirs.173 

Motherhood and womanhood were therefore not synonymous in Japan. Thus understanding 

women as completely subjugated to men and following only the Confucian ideals of filial piety 

paints an incomplete picture. 

 

How the Meiji Restoration Affected Women 

After the Meiji Restoration, the Meiji Emperor began the process of dismantling the 

samurai class. During the Tokugawa era, the social hierarchy in Japan had been sharply divided 

into four classes with samurai at the top followed by farmers, artisans and merchants. Abolishing 

the samurai class meant, to some extent, rearranging this social order. Those who had been 

samurai no longer held such an exalted status; “feudal land registers were returned to the throne, 

thus placing the samurai of several han under the direct jurisdiction of the central 

government.”174 Reorganization of the han and of samurai pensions meant that many of the 

offices formerly held by samurai were eliminated, and in 1873, the government announced that it 

would establish a conscript army, thereby eliminating the need for a strictly military class. For 

samurai women, who were taught in part that their martial arts’ training was to keep up with their 

husbands, the importance of knowing how to wield weapons faded.  
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While it did dismantle the samurai class, and left women of this class in an uncertain 

position, the Meiji Restoration might have been considered beneficial for women in general, 

though this is not true for the first few years of Meiji rule. While certain authorities within the 

Meiji government insisted on the equality of men and women, little policy was enacted to ensure 

this equality. Schools were made available to young girls and boys, but the education standards 

could only be considered remotely equal up to the sixth grade, after which boys had the upper 

hand by far.  There was also still an emphasis on the woman becoming a “wise mother” rather 

than encouraging her in pursuing education or leadership roles.175 Of course, this is not entirely 

surprising; within the larger context of reorganizing the social structure, the focus of the Meiji 

government was more on industrialization and reorganizing the military than it was on gender 

equality.  

Shortly after the Meiji Restoration, Japan became embroiled in wars as it began to assert 

itself as a world power. The focus on industrialization and military gave women little room  

to negotiate more power for themselves, though they did try. After a 1925 election that was 

based on “universal suffrage” which only included men, a women’s suffrage movement arose in 

Japan.176 Women organized and pursued the goal of suffrage for about a decade; however, the 

government, and its focus on creating a Japanese military state, wanted to avoid and suppress 

large-scale social movements.177 Indeed, it would not be until after WWII that any great strides 

in women’s rights were made. It was only in 1946 that women in Japan got the right to vote, and 

that there was a reform of the traditional patriarchal definition of the family. 1947 was the first 

year that an election was held that women were able to vote in. In the same year, the school 
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system changed so that women had more access to education.178 Yet the next decade would see 

the rise of the television in Japan, and a whole new system of sexism would permeate the 

household.   

 

The Portrayal of Yamamoto Yaeko in Media 

Since its first use in Japan in 1953, the television has become incredibly popular.179 As a 

staple in a middle-class Japanese household, the television can inform the way that people see 

the world. Suzuki notes of Japanese women that “the influence of television on their thinking and 

behavior, both consciously and unconsciously, is all the more extensive” because they are not 

aware that they are being stereotyped through television programs.180 If women are only 

portrayed in certain ways, then the women watching television only see those possibilities for 

themselves. Painter notes that Japanese women are typically placed in the roles of housewife or 

caretaker.181 These roles are glamorized within the world of TV, and if men try to help their 

wives within the domestic sphere, it is usually used as a point of comedy.182 When television 

limits the roles that women see themselves in, it can limit the women themselves. Conversely, by 

telling the story of women like Yamamoto Yaeko, Japanese producers are showing women in a 

new light. Rather than a woman who is always obedient, in the T.V. drama Yae no Sakura, first 

aired in 2013, Yaeko is shown as someone who successfully fights and defends her passions.  

The way the drama chose to portray Yaeko is particularly interesting because of the time 

period in which her story takes place. Rather than focus on the Confucian aspects of Japanese 
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culture at this time, the show focuses on samurai culture. When Yaeko, as a child, disrupts a 

training exercise, her punishment is light because she comes forward to bear it “like a true 

samurai.”183 By focusing on the aspect of the culture that let women have more freedom, the 

show more easily portrays the fire and drive of these women. By controlling the narrative in this 

way, the director presents a new understanding of history and the way women were treated 

during this time period.  

The portrayal of Yaeko and her first husband, Shonosuke, is also very telling because 

their marriage is represented as a true partnership. Yaeko’s husband shares his opinions— 

opinions on war and guns that are typically considered part of the men’s sphere— with his wife 

willingly. Furthermore, he listens to her opinions on the same subjects. There are also times 

within the show where Yaeko out-does her husband in physical challenges, such as when they 

are climbing a mountain, and he is forced to ask her to wait for him. Other times, her husband is 

asked to demonstrate his ability to shoot, and he defers to Yaeko.  

Though these moments are seemingly simple, it is a huge departure from the way women 

are represented on television, and they are striking in the lack of emphasis that is placed on them. 

No comment is made on the fact that Shonosuke shares information about the upcoming war 

with Yaeko, which would not have been a usual practice. When he has to ask Yaeko to wait for 

him while climbing up the mountain, it is an amusing moment, but not one that becomes a joke 

because he lost to a girl, a typical trope when men and women engage in competition. When he 

suggests to people from a different town that they let his wife shoot, he does so nonchalantly.184 

While there is a bit of surprise in regards to a woman sharpshooter, and slight mocking, it 
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quickly turns into admiration for Yaeko, and the scene ends with one of the boys learning to 

shoot asking Yaeko for advice.185 Rather than portraying Yaeko’s skill and intelligence as 

something entertainingly abnormal, the drama simply lets these traits exist and speak for 

themselves. 

Women on television are also commonly portrayed as overly emotional, and the portrayal 

of Yaeko continues to differ from these stereotypes. Even when women have achieved high level 

positions on television, there is often an overlying focus on a romance, or a portrayal of them as 

sensitive. Suzuki mentions this stereotype with reference to Inochi, a story about a female doctor, 

she notes of this show that “the heroine, despite being a professional, is portrayed as often 

reacting emotionally rather than rationally.”186 Yaeko is shown as a complex character and while 

she does, at times, act emotionally, similar emotions are reflected in the men around her. For 

example, she believes, perhaps naively, that Aizu’s spirit will help them win any war that is 

fought against them.187 Though her husband disagrees, it is suggested that part of the reason he 

does so is because he is not originally from Aizu. Yaeko’s belief is reflected in many of her male 

counterparts. Another moment in which it seems Yaeko is letting emotions get the better of her 

logic is when she is told that her older brother was captured and presumed dead. She adamantly 

denies that he could have died and insists that, because there is no body, he is still alive. The men 

around her are seen shaking their heads at what is suggested is a foolish hope, but a few scenes 

later the audience sees that Yaeko is right; her brother is still alive, and he will ultimately return 
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to Aizu alive.188 Thus, what is perhaps Yaeko’s most illogical, emotional moment is almost 

immediately portrayed as a superior sense of intuition and an admirable belief in her older 

brother, rather than a foolish, womanly departure from logic. 

This show seems to be a departure from how women are normally represented in 

television and, according to producers, telling her story was meant to be an inspiration. This 

inspiration was not necessarily for women specifically, but for Japan as a whole, and the 

Fukushima prefecture, where Aizu is located, in particular. The producers of the show, which 

aired in 2013, wanted a historical figure whose story would help rejuvenate Japan after the 2011 

earthquake.189 In particular, they wanted someone from the Aizu domain, because of its 

correlation to the Fukushima prefecture which was hit particularly hard by the nuclear crisis that 

arose due to the earthquake. It has been shown that Taiga Dramas have a great amount of 

influence over things like tourism trends; people often visit sites that are featured in the 

dramas.190 Thus, Yamamoto Yaeko served not only as a hero of her time, but was chosen to 

present an “inspiring tale of loss and recovery” to help encourage those in the present.191 The 

drama’s executive producer, Shinsuke Naito noted that Yaeko’s story showed “it is in times of 

hardship that you have to remain firmly focused on achieving your dreams;” a message the 

drama sought to convey.192 Choosing Yaeko’s story as the conduit to convey this message, 

though, represents a changing view of the importance of women’s stories in Japan. 
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Prior to the drama, there was the creation of the Yae no Sakura manga, which also tells 

the story of Yamamoto Yaeko, albeit in a slightly more goofy and lighthearted fashion. Though 

the manga does not do as good of a job as the drama in creating a feminist representation of 

Yaeko, it must be acknowledged that this is one of the few mangas classified as an action manga 

that has a female main character, and, for the most part, the manga does a good job of keeping 

the focus on its main character. Rarely does the manga deviate from Yaeko’s story line. When 

these deviations do occur, it is mostly to describe historical events that are important to the story 

later and happened away from Aizu or in rooms where Yaeko would not have been permitted. 

Having a woman as the focus in media is rare, and when it does happen, the story typically 

revolves around romance, not war.193 Thus, in telling this story at all, the manga improves on the 

representation of women in these types of stories. 

Furthermore, the way the manga represents those who oppose Yaeko is very telling. 

Those who believe Yaeko incapable of handling a gun because of her gender are proven 

backwards and wrong while those who embrace her desire to learn about firearms are shown to 

be enlightened heroes. The characters who originally mock her for trying to learn riflery and later 

have a change of heart are shown in a more favorable light after this change takes place. One 

such character is her father, who is originally against Yaeko learning how to use a gun, and in 

efforts to keep her from doing so he is very harsh with his words and with his punishments. Later 

on in the story, though, he accepts that Yaeko is determined to use these weapons. At this 

moment he is cast in a more favorable light, and the audience is made to understand that he was 

only going against Yaeko in an effort to protect her from people who would judge her for being 

different. From this point on, he is portrayed as a doting father, rather than an authoritarian. 
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Portraying characters in this way creates sympathy for Yaeko and the challenges that she has to 

face as a woman attempting to learn skills that traditionally are taught to men. It also challenges 

the idea that women cannot do the same things that men can do, an idea that is pivotal in the 

discussion of feminism, which focuses on equality of the sexes.   

The fact the writers of the manga and executive producers of the drama thought that 

telling the story of Yamamoto Yaeko would be profitable suggests several things about the 

culture in which the stories were told. Yaeko was an accomplished at riflery, something that very 

few, if any, women were taught at the time. She assumed command of men and was portrayed in 

both the manga and the drama as someone men admired for her skill and bravery. People in the 

entertainment industry would not tell this story if they did not believe that it would be well 

received by its audience. Both mediums have a “girl power” theme that suggest they were 

directed towards young women who could identify with Yaeko. As Rosenberger points out, 

media that women consume can have an impact on the way they view themselves.194 Thus, on 

the surface, the themes presented in these works both reinforce and help create a culture that 

accepts and appreciates capable women.  

To what extent, then, could these works be considered feminist or part of the Japanese 

feminist movement? It could be argued that these works, because they focus on a powerful and 

capable woman, are feminist, yet when held to a stricter standard of feminism, this argument 

falls apart. Despite their main character, they follow many of the same trends seen throughout 

modern media. There are many more men than women featured in the two mediums, and most of 

the women who are featured are young and more traditionally attractive. Additionally, there are 
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many episodes of the drama and chapters of the manga that do not pass the Bechdel test.195 

While there is no single correct way to convey feminist thought and ideas, there are ways to 

convey a feminist message more effectively. These works do have some flaws from this 

perspective, particularly regarding the fact that they often show Yaeko through the male gaze.  

The drama is, for the most part, better than the manga at representing Yaeko as a feminist 

figure, but it also has some glaring flaws. For example, though Yaeko is the title character, there 

are many episodes in which she is barely featured. This is due to the necessity of telling the story 

of the war effort in locations other than Aizu, which would ultimately impact how Aizu was 

treated once the Boshin War started. In this, the manga does a better job of telling the important 

story of what was happening outside of Aizu while also keeping the majority of the focus on 

Yaeko. For both works, though, the moment that the Aizu is no longer the setting, women all but 

disappear from the story. Additionally, in the drama, when Nakano Takeko is introduced to the 

story, Takeko and Yaeko are almost immediately pitted against each other.196 Though they 

eventually develop a friendship, there are petty grudges that exist between them for a few 

episodes that mar the importance of the two women. 

In both the drama and the manga, Yaeko is portrayed as someone beautiful. In the drama, 

Yaeko goes from being an adorable young child to an attractive woman. From the first chapter of 

the manga, Yaeko is portrayed as small, slim and “cute”. This is important because, as Suzuki 

points out, “the highest value accorded to women in Japan is that they be young and ‘cute’ or 
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‘beautiful.’ Any other type of women is usually depicted in a negative way.”197 Both the manga 

and the drama prove this point to be true. In reality, despite the way she is portrayed, Yaeko was 

not considered beautiful. An attractive actress is more marketable for the drama, and it is obvious 

that the creators of the manga were taking liberties with the way Yaeko actually looked, since 

she is portrayed with white hair and pink eyes. It is somewhat disappointing, though, that her 

actions alone are not enough for her to shine in the commercialized world; Yaeko must also be 

seen as attractive.  

Not only does Yaeko have to be seen as attractive by the consumers of the manga, but it 

must be made clear that the men in the manga also find her desirable. A good amount of time is 

spent developing a romance between Yaeko and Shonosuke, her first husband. In addition, there 

is the suggestion that one of her friends from her youth, Ookura, harbored feelings for her and, 

though he wished her happiness, was saddened to hear of her marriage to another man.198 Thus, 

the manga shows Yaeko through the eyes of men, rather than letting her stand on her own. 

Furthermore, it stresses the importance of the romantic approval of these men, suggesting that, 

without this approval, Yaeko and her story would be less in some way.  

In addition to her desirability, in the manga Yaeko possesses a “feminine” cluelessness 

that emphasizes the cuteness that it is so imperative for Japanese women in media. Put more 

colloquially, Yaeko is portrayed as a ditz and oftentimes acts in a very child-like manner.199 This 

portrayal suggests that it is only acceptable for women to be stronger or better than men if they 

are less serious and more adorable. It downplays the sheer determination and bravery that Yaeko 

must have possessed in reality in order to learn and excel in a skill that was generally not taught 
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to women. It puts forward the idea that women are only allowed to be forceful if they do not 

appear so.  

Furthermore, like the drama, there is a scene in the manga in which Yaeko is pitted 

against another women. However, while the drama pits Yaeko and Takeko against each other 

because they are both skilled with weapons and have forceful personalities, the manga has Yaeko 

fighting against the wife of Ookura, the man who had been shown to harbor feelings for Yaeko. 

This essentially creates a physical fight over a man, though Yaeko herself is unaware of 

Ookura’s feelings and does not understand the other woman’s jealousy.200 This fight does 

nothing to advance the story; the only purpose it serves is to once again show Yaeko’s 

desirability, once again defining her through the eyes of a man.   

Both the manga and the drama of Yamamoto Yaeko’s life present issues with the way 

that women are portrayed, however that they are telling Yaeko’s story is still a step forward for 

the way in which women are portrayed in popular culture. Despite its issues, the drama does a 

particularly good job of illustrating Yaeko’s independence and ability. The recognition of 

Yaeko’s story and the way it was told indicates a new era of feminism, one that fights both 

blatant and unconscious biases against women. Laws against blatant discrimination based on sex 

are in place throughout the world, yet women still face unconscious biases which make it more 

difficult for them to achieve success, and creates self-doubt among many.201 Therefore, telling 

the stories of women, stories where they are powerful and dynamic and complex, and 

popularizing them so that other women can understand their own power, dynamism and 

complexity, is important. 
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 Taiga dramas are historical fiction works which are “the flagship events of the Japanese 

television year;” most people, even if they do not watch them, likely know who they are 

featuring.202 Significantly, since 2008, five of the nine title characters of the dramas have been 

women. In the forty-six dramas prior to 2008, forty-one have had men as their title characters. 

Thus Yae no Sakura is not only important as a feminist work, but is also significant as part of a 

broader trend of nuanced women portrayed in media. This trend suggests that media is beginning 

to do its part in battling the unconscious biases that women face, instead of informing those 

biases as it did in the past. Rather than presenting women as only housewives, and glorifying 

their work as such, they are showing women of the past who wielded power and affected change.   
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Conclusion 

 Representation for women in television is important. The Taiga dramas help reflect 

women’s roles, not only on television, but in history. Understanding the role women have played 

historically can be difficult, because of their lack of representation in historical documents. 

Women were rarely rulers, politicians or clerics and, because their history is harder to grasp, it is 

more difficult to understand. It is easy, but incorrect, to paint women as a monolith, assessing 

their agency and power because of how men, rather than their class, region, or circumstances 

viewed them.  

 Japanese women during the Edo period are often defined in this way. Yet, understanding 

these women as a single group is impossible. Women of the samurai class were treated 

differently than women of the peasant or merchant classes. The amount of agency samurai 

women had varied by region, as many of the domains in Japan had distinctive cultures. It is 

important, then, to look at women more specifically in addition to looking at overall trends to 

grasp the nuances that exist within the culture. This study only looks at one facet of how women 

were thought of during the Edo period, but it demonstrates that even the samurai women of the 

same class had vastly different experiences. 

Studying the women who fought in the Boshin War is imperative to understanding how 

complex women’s roles were during this period. The women who fought at Aizu might not have 

had the same skill set if they had been raised in a different domain. This aspect of women’s 

agency during the Edo period would have likely gone unobserved by historians if the Boshin 

War had not been fought, or if it had been fought against a different domain that was less likely 

to put an emphasis on teaching their women martial arts. Yet because the Boshin War was fought, 

and because it was fought at Aizu, historians have a more complex view of how women were 
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treated, and what they had to lose as the result of the Meiji Restoration. The women who fought 

at Aizu are important in shaping our perception of what Japanese women were like during this 

period.  
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