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Abstract

Unlike contemporary mothers with the burden of multiple, overlapping
roles, from birth, nursing and childcare to overseeing education and
representing the family at PTA meetings a}nd school events, in medieval Japan,
the role of mother was divided among multiple people. Based on the example of
the “mother” of Emperor Antoku, this paper looks at the diversity of the
medieval “mother” and their respective roles.

Emperor Antoku had eight “mothers,” who fall into three basic categories:
emperor's mother (kokumo), nursing mother (menoto) and designated mother
(junbo). The first, the kokumeo, is the emperor’s birthmother. The kokumo was
expected more to assist in the area of public affairs—official duties and
ceremonies—where the emperor served than in his day-to-day upbringing.
Next, the menoto nursed the emperor as a baby and was in closest physical
contact with him in all aspects of his life, handling his general upbringing,
education and discipline. The designated mother, or junbo, was the
characteristic “mother” during the period of the cloistered rule system (for
nearly 100 years in the 12th century from the late Helan period to the early
Kamakura period). When it was not possible for the kokubo to serve as the
emperor's guardian in public affairs, her primary duty as mentioned above, a
Junbo would be designated to function in her stead.

Analysis shows that the identity and timing of the four junbo of Emperor
Antoku is connected to the political situation at the time; specifically, the
dispute between Go Shirakawa (Antoku's paternal grandfather) and Taira no

Kiyomori (Antoku's maternal grandfather).

Keywords: Emperor Antoku, emperor’s birthmother, nursing mother,

designated mother, Taira no Kiyomori, Go Shirakawa
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