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The Land-based Power of Nyoin in Early Medieval Japan: A Case
Study of an Unmarried Royal Daughter, Senyomon-in (1181-1252)

Sachiko Kawali

My research explores economic and religio-political roles played by late Heian and Kamakura
nyoin (the female equivalent to a male retired monarch). Although women ceased to ascend the throne,
nyoin owned a large number of royal properties, which helped them attain economic, political, and
even military influence. They, however, did not automatically gain such power due to challenges in
securing material and human resources from their estates. Through a case study of Senyomon-in
(1181-1252), | explore the challenges and coping strategies which nyoin used in estate management.
By closely analyzing a list of miscellaneous dues levied over estates (the List of Chokodo Estates), |
examine the religio-political roles which Senyomon-in played as a never-married royal princess and
reconstruct the material culture and economic power she obtained from her estates.

Examining whether a nyoin struggled or even failed to benefit from her estates is to challenge
the overly optimistic view of women’s empowerment held by scholars in the last two decades. As a
reaction against the assumption that premodern women were powerless and unimportant in history,
post-1980 scholars attempted to retrieve ‘women worthies” who had been forgotten despite their
significant accomplishments. During the nineties, this “‘women too had history” approach developed
into a ‘the weak too had power’ approach. Therein scholars mainly focused on how women managed
to wield power without authority. Such perspectives, however, often dismiss or downplay the
unsuccessful attempts of women and ongoing discrimination against the female gender. My own
methodological approach has developed as a response to these recent scholarly trends in women’s and
gender history. Early medieval nyoin held supreme proprietorship over estates, but their authority
(socio-legally sanctioned rights) did not automatically guarantee their power (an ability to exercise
those rights effectively to get things done). | will focus on the extent to which nyoin succeeded in
obtaining actual benefits by using their authority. By construing the relationship between authority and
power as bi-directional, instead of uncritically accepting women’s agency or obscuring a more
complex reality, | will explore how nyoin struggled to wield their land-based power.

Through the analysis on Senyomon-in’s case, | argue that early-medieval nyoin used three
strategies: first, they strengthened their control over land by utilizing female socio-cultural roles such
as raising royal offspring and sponsoring memorial services to justify demands in collecting and
increasing dues; second, they stabilized their income by supporting the political advancement of their
officials and providing the officials with estate managing positions to ensure economic prosperity;
third, rather than maintaining independent control over their land, they capitalized on alliances and the
influence of other powerful authorities. By explaining the complex relations between socially
acknowledged rights over estates and an ability to acquire resources, my research will contribute to
the understudied topics of medieval nyoin and women’s land-based power.



