Comments on lecture on “On Great King Suiko, Why Suiko Matters”
by Prof. Yoshie Akiko
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I would like to begin by thanking Prof. Piggott and USC for inviting me to join this
exciting event. The world of premodern Japanese studies remains small in the United States and
research on the ancient or kodai period is even less common. But the subfield of kodai studies is
growing. This growth is due in large part to Prof. Piggott and USC. Events like today’s lecture
play a key role in this expansion of the field. On a personal note, I want to thank Prof. Piggott for
inviting me. She has supported me since I was a graduate student; she introduced me to one of
my main advisors in Japan, Sakaehara Towao, and has always kindly encouraged me in my
research. ’'m truly grateful.
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And it should go without saying that I also want to thank our speaker, Prof. Yoshie Akiko,
whose work I’ve long admired. It’s really an honor for me to have the chance to respond to her
presentation. My research is deeply concerned with the role of women in Japanese religions,
ranging from female monarchs to seamstresses and from provincial elite women to impoverished
beggars. Prof. Yoshie’s research along with Prof. Katsuura Noriko’s laid the groundwork for
much of my work and I have learned so much from their publications over the years. I first
encountered Prof. Yoshie’s research when I was trying to figure out what the word t0ji meant, a
term I encountered in colophons to sutra manuscripts that were sponsored by women discussed
in my first book. As Prof. Yoshie demonstrated toji was a title used in the names of elite
provincial women. Her research showed how these women took on leadership roles in their local
communities, acting as village leaders and commanding substantial economic resources. In this
way, she countered narratives of a timeless Japanese patriarchy with rigid gender binaries that
subjugated women below men. Instead, she showed how women could be powerful figures in
their own right.
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I raise this example from her earlier research, because the empowerment of women and a
rejection of standard narratives that assume stable gender hierarchies are themes that were also
apparent in her lecture on the female ruler Suiko today and they represent a thread that runs
through all of her work. Prof. Yoshie’s research is important, because she challenges ahistorical
assumptions about the status of women in Japan. While Suiko has been dismissed by some as a
mere placeholder, Prof. Yoshie shows how she was powerful, at least as much so as other rulers

who shared political authority with the Soga family in the sixth and seventh centuries. Before I



turn to my questions, I’ll provide a brief summary of the paper in English, focusing on what I see
to be its major contributions. I do this to both hopefully clarify some of the points in the talk for
a broader English-speaking public and to highlight what I see as the major takeaways, ones that
will inform my more direct questions. I should also note that this paper is in some ways a
summary of a longer book that Prof. Yoshie published on Suiko in 2020.
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Suiko is an important figure, because she is the first female “great king” to appear in the
Nihon shoki, a court chronicle that is the main historical source for understanding politics in the

time of Suiko’s reign (592—-629). While she was clearly a powerful ruler who, as we will see, had



a strong claim to the throne, scholars have been unwilling to recognize her power, perhaps due to
lingering misogynistic assumptions. Standard narratives that continue to appear in high school
textbooks assert that the real rulers were Prince Shotoku and Soga no Umako. As Prof. Yoshie
noted, these claims echo scholarly views on Himiko, which have assumed a division of labor
with Himiko responsible for religious matters and her brother handling politics. The roots of this
bifurcated narrative stem from the work of Orikuchi Shinobu, the famed folklorist and

ethnologist, who asserted that female rulers functioned as shamans or fijjo A% .
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While this thesis has fallen out of favor in recent years, it has been replaced by one that
similarly denies the power of female rulers. In particular, Inoue Mitsusada’s view that female

sovereigns were simple placeholders (nakatsugi H#{k X') also downplays the agency of women.



In this model, women temporarily ascended to the throne, but ministers or the crown prince held
the real power. Women rose to the throne due to their position as mothers to the future sovereign,
not as rulers in and of themselves. Or so the story goes.
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This view, which has now been the consensus position for more than fifty years, has its
own problem, as Prof. Yoshie astutely observed. For one, these two stances presuppose gender
differences and hierarchies. The idea that gender differences are inherent and hierarchical is an
assumption; it is not a historical argument. Second and perhaps even more pointed is the fact that
the women like Suiko who ascended the throne as rulers were not simply wives and mothers;
they were also the daughters of former sovereigns. In other words, they were potential heirs to
the throne, who shared the same blood claims as their brothers. We don’t need to treat them as
mothers who were placeholders but can instead see them as children of rulers who were potential

successors. In fact, the title of miko fHl¥- or prince successor was given to both men and women.

Japanese legal codes, unlike Chinese ones, explicitly mentioned female sovereigns (jotei). To
return to the case of Suiko, it is important to remember, as Prof. Yoshie argued, that Suiko was

Kinmei’s daughter and his miko (prince successor); she was not just a placeholder. Altogether,



half of the people who became what would come to be called tenno (heavenly sovereign) from
Suiko through the late eighth century were women. It was not unusual at all. This all suggests
that it was somewhat natural for female children of sovereigns to become rulers, not as
placeholders, but as full sovereigns much like their male counterparts.
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One of the most important points I learned from Prof. Yoshie’s talk is as follows: we
should understand the rise of female rulers beginning with Suiko as a direct result of a shift
toward hereditary rule based on blood. In the fourth and fifth centuries, rulers were primarily
chosen based on their martial prowess. But from around the sixth century, we see a shift to
emphasizing blood lineage and skill in negotiation and diplomacy. Kinmei, who was Suiko’s
father, marks a key turning point in this shift toward hereditary rule, a move that would have
larger implications for the very nature of sovereignty in Japan.
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From this moment on, rulers were chosen based on several variables such as their age (we
learned that they should be roughly forty and above, a surprisingly high number), bloodline (the
ideal would be to have both royal and Soga blood), and their ability to get the support of the
powerful families in the capital. It was this system of choosing a sovereign that enabled Suiko’s
rise to power.
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As Prof. Yoshie reminded us, Suiko’s reign is famous for its support of Buddhism. We
learned that Suiko likely played a leading role as a patron of Buddhism, helping sponsor and
encourage temple construction. She may have been influenced by continental examples such as

Emperor Wen of Sui, who declared himself a bodhisattva emperor (Jp. bosatsu tenshi 35 bR ¥).

Prof. Yoshie proposed that Suiko’s Japanese name Toyomikekashikiyahime may even provide
clues of her support of Buddhism, as “kashikiya” can refer to temple kitchens and may have been
a metonym for her role as a chief patron of Buddhism, who sponsored the construction of
temples. This view differs from Ueda Masaaki’s interpretation, which treats the name as
evidence of her serving food to the gods as a female shaman. Moreover, the area where she and
Soga no Umako grew up together (they were roughly the same age), Mukuhara, also became an
important early temple: Toyuradera. Through this patronage, we can see Suiko acting in accord
with continental rulers and her longstanding cooperation with Soga no Umako.
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So what role did Prince Shotoku play in all of this? Traditional scholarship sees him as a
leader in religious and political life. But as Prof. Yoshie noted, he was relatively young when
Suiko took the throne; Shotoku was just 20 years old. But he may have carefully studied
Buddhism with teachers who came to Japan from the Korean peninsula, as he would have had
access to Buddhist learning as a top-ranking prince. In contrast to Suiko and Soga no Umako,

who, according to Prof. Yoshie, were lay “outside supporters” (Buppé kegosha {LEINGEH) of

Buddhism, Shotoku may have played a different role, as someone who took an interest in
studying Buddhism, a figure who was seen as a “dharma prince” in his life. I should note that |
found something of an understated irony here: traditional scholarship has seen women such as
Himiko and Suiko as fulfilling religious roles while men carried out politics. Here, we have
something of the inverse: Suiko held political power and acted in accord with continental
precedent as a patron while Prince Shotoku busied himself with Buddhist learning!
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The talk ended with a short reflection on how anthropological findings from the 1980s
that emphasized bilateral descent enabled this new perspective to emerge, one that helped
overcome patriarchal assumptions and one that has informed much of Prof. Yoshie’s work to
date.
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For such a short talk, this has been a tour-de-force, covering not only Suiko but also the
broader political world and the changes in rulership that emerged from around the time of
Kinmei. Altogether, Prof. Yoshie’s talk showed us how Suiko was a powerful ruler in her own
right, not a placeholder or a shaman, but rather someone, who just like men, rose from the rank
of prince and was chosen as the sovereign due to her bloodline, one that combined Soga and

royal blood, as well as due to her age and political skill. It was structural changes in the very
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position of ruler that enabled Suiko and other women to serve as sovereigns. In a newly realized
world of hereditary rule, it would seem that it was only natural that women would take the
throne, as long as they fulfilled the basic requirements. This attention to the broader shifting
contexts of rulership and how it enabled female rule is a major contribution to the scholarship,
and I would like to thank Prof. Yoshie for such a daring but well-argued thesis.
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I am left with several questions, both large and small related to many of the arguments
Prof. Yoshie advanced, ones that I found to be compellingly argued. I have even more questions

than I’1l ask tonight, but I would like to share a few that I hope will help stimulate conversation.
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1) First and perhaps most broadly, I am curious how far Prof. Yoshie wants to push these
arguments. Does gender matter at all? Should we ignore the fact that Suiko was a
woman? I do wonder if we end up with a view of gender that is too flat, one that might
erase gender differences altogether. After all, the term jotei does appear in legal codes, as
Prof. Yoshie pointed out, which would suggest that there was at least some conceptual
difference between a male and a female ruler. Was there? And if so, what meaningful
differences between male sovereigns and female sovereigns can we identify, if any?
Finally, how did these gender differences change over time? For example, Prof. Yoshie
noted that there were gender differences that emerged later in the Nihon shoki, as

expressed in distinctions between miko 5F/himemiko 2% and 6 F/jo ‘6 % F. Why do

these emerge and what is their significance? In short, I want to ask Prof. Yoshie to what
degree gender matters at all and if she would go so far to dismiss it altogether.
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2) This leads me to my second question, which takes us well beyond Suiko to the later
reigns of Koken/Shotoku. Koken chose to abdicate once in favor of Junnin. Would she
have been a placeholder at that time, when she first abdicated? Does Inoue’s thesis of
nakatsugi apply to the case of her reign as Koken? Is it possible that some women were
indeed placeholders, even if Suiko wasn’t? But perhaps more importantly, [’'m also
curious about how we explain the end of female sovereigns after the reign of Shotoku, the
last female heavenly sovereign for centuries. If Prof. Yoshie is correct that a shift to
hereditary succession led to female rulers like Suiko, what changes caused the end or at
least decline of female rule in the second half of the eighth century?
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3) I'm also curious about how reliable the Nikhon shoki accounts are relative to Suiko. Prof.
Yoshie correctly pointed out that Prince Shotoku was heavily mythologized by the eighth
century. But is it possible that Suiko herself was also mythologized? After all, the
Gangoji engi changes her birthdate to make her quite long-lived and calls her the great-

great king (daidaié N4 E). She seems mythologized in that text, so could her story also

in some ways have been inflated in the Nihon shoki? Moreover, it is important to
remember that much of the compilation of the Nihon shoki took place during the reigns of
Genmei and Gensho, two female rulers. Could there have also been an incentive to
mythologize Suiko in those texts, just as there was to mythologize Prince Shotoku? In
this case, it seems that her position could help legitimize Genmei and Gensho. More
generally, the Gangoji engi has recently been subject to debate with scholars like Yoshida
Kazuhiko dismissing it as a much later work and Kawajiri Akio showing that at least
parts of it are early. Could you speak more on the reliability of both the Gangoji engi and
the Nihon shoki for researching the period of Suiko’s reign and why you don’t seem to
use the Gangoji engi as much (it is referenced a bit)? Is this because the Nihon shoki is
more reliable? More generally, to what degree is Suiko mythologized in a way similar to

Prince Shotoku?
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4) The evidence presented today was largely textual. Recently in English, the art historian
Chun-wa Chan has argued that we can use art historical evidence such as the Tamamushi

shrine to assess the Buddhist culture of Suiko’s court. I’d be curious about how you think
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we can use art objects and archaeology alongside textual sources to better understand the
issue of female rulers. What would material evidence add to this discussion primarily
based on texts?
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5) Moving outside of Japan, I would also like to ask if we can contextualize Suiko within
East Asia more broadly beyond the comparison with Emperor Wen. In particular, I would
like to highlight two figures. First, the Buddhist Studies scholar Stephanie Balkwill at

UCLA has recently looked at the Buddhist patronage of Empress Dowager Ling 22 K5,
who saw herself as a ruler (she referred to herself as JIX) and actively promoted Buddhism

as a patron. Could she have been a model for Suiko? In addition, Chun-wa Chan has

looked at Northern Wei Empress Feng {5 £ /5 as another possible model for Suiko. I’d

be curious if you could contextualize Suiko in this broader East Asian context, as other
powerful women seem to have also wielded political authority and used Buddhist
patronage to support their positions. How much of this is a broader East Asian, rather

than purely Japanese story about gender, politics, and religion?
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6) Moving away from Suiko but back to Japan, I also wanted to ask about the role of the
Soga and the selection process for rulers. To me, one of the key and really informative

points of this lecture was that the powerful families selected the ruler (“Z¢f%7- 5 B 1 %
Z © 55.”) But the mechanics of how this happened are still unclear to me. What is the

process of selection? A vote? Consensus? And whom amongst the gozoku are we really
speaking of? How much of this is really just the Soga selecting the ruler? How much
relative power did the Soga have vis-a-vis both royals and other families (I assume it is a
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great deal, but how much did they actually need to persuade others versus just asserting
their will)? Some scholars such as Donald McCallum and Oyama Seiichi have argued
that the Nihon shoki compilers could have intentionally downplayed the Soga’s power.
While I would not go this far, I’'m curious how you would respond to those who suggest
that the Soga may have been the ones calling the shots. In short, I want a little more
clarity on the process of selecting the next sovereign and if it was something that the
Soga could unilaterally decide.
6) SEBHAICHEZRL 32, BERKOKEPHIAE OERE v, kS
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WO ZETT, ez, MELWIBETEALZD», ZNE DEFHEOKREIC K
2500 E, FEPHCTEE L, £72. 20 [FE] w5 OREMAEIICH
ZIETDOTL & ) MHRKOMBICREDFZTONLAREED TR Y £ 5, &

I & BEPMBUN D K2 e 7280, ZDONIBRIEE > o7z TL & 52

(BZH K, REwEeBbhEFH, RRITERICENEZTEE - ko A4 %
MR TIREEH 7D TLEID?) FFAE - =y h 7 LKL KRILEH— KO X
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There are so many more questions I could ask, but I think this has given Prof. Yoshie more
than enough to respond to already. I’d like to once again thank her for her presentation—I
learned so much and am so grateful for your work over the years. Prof. Yoshie, it’s truly been
an honor to be a discussant and I am eager to continue to learn from you in the time
remaining. Thank you again for such a wonderful lecture.
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