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Chapter 1

ESTIMATING LITERACY IN
PREMODERN JAPAN

()

It is not the purpose of this chapter to go into the issues associated with the
“modernization theory” debate. The aim is rather to provide empirical data
on the spread of literacy and education in particular social contexts in early
modern Japan., We will survey the methods used to estimate literacy up to now,
pointing out achievements and lmitations.

The focus here will be on research on Tokugawa period literacy. Compared
to the relatively easy collection of data on popular schooling and literacy after
Meiji, when national systems were established in education and the military,
data in the earlier period was not kept in a systematic way and this has made
possible a variety of research methods and themes.

The investigation of early modern literacy in Japan requires looking at a wide
range of issues. The first and most important is how we define the ability to
read and write. In European research on literacy, estimates are largely based
on the signatures of brides and grooms on wedding registers, An important
factor in ensuring the effectiveness of this method is the use throughout the
European countries of scripts based on the alphabet. Since Western languages
can be written by combining less than 40 basic letters, the effort to learn these
letters is far less demanding than the huge commitment of time and effort
required to master Chinese characters.

Wedding registers are the basic sources for estimating literacy rates in
European history because they enable one to determine whether the signer
could write his own name or not. Spelling words is fairly straightforward in
the Buropean case compared to early modern Japan. If you take the Japanese
name Yosalku, for example, you can write it in Chinese characters, or with one
Chinese character and Aragana, or all in hiragana, or all in katakana. While it is
considered proper to write it with two Chinese characters, there is the issue of

. whether it is correct (or “literate”) to write it entirely in the relatively easy-to-
learn phonetic kiragana script.
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The standard for judging whether one can write in a language like
Japanese, which in addition to hiragana and katekane has a large number of
Chinese characters, would appear to be very different depending on the par-
ticular use of the script. Moreover, in early modern Japan numerous variations
of kana (nonstandard forms known as hentaigana) as well as variations in calli-
graphic styles were used, making the script so complex that it cannot be easily
compared with alphabetic European scripts.

Also, the differences between “reading” and “writing” need to be assessed.
Even today occasionally people may say, “I can read it, but can’t write it,” so
we really should not thoughtlessly use the expression “reading and writing” In
contemporary Japanese, leaving out a small number of exceptions like “wa”
or “e” or long vowel sounds, the pronunciation of kana accords phonetically
with the script. However, in early modern Japan historical variants were many
so that even if written all in kana it would take considerable training to read a

passage aloud. Furthermore, Chinese characters had several possible readings
and only by understanding the context could one determine the meaning and
reading of a word. While “reading” and “writing” may be closely related,
there are times when careful consideration is required.*

Higt
Rubinger, Richard, ed., 4 Social History of Literacy in Japan,
Anthem Press, 2021, pp.1-3.
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