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Faith, Politics, and Affection: A Social History of the

Hirata Atsutane Family
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Drawing on the vast archive of family documents

that the Hirata Shrine donated to the National Museum
of Japanese History in 2002, my research focuses on
the individual concerns, family dynamics, and political
relationships of a family best known for its contribution
to the discourse on national identity. The outline of my
research is as follows:

Part I. The Romance of Hirata Atsutane (1776-1843)
Chapter 1: How many ways can a life story be told?
Chapter 2: Material objects that express belief: paintings,
stone whistle, a doll.

Chapter 3: Exile as seen through Orise’s letters and
diary. Interlude: Kanetane as proselytizer and book
publisher.

Part II: Atsutane’s grandsons in the Meiji Restoration.
Chapter 4: The Hirata family’s relations with Akita
domain.

Chapter 5: Sainted oldest brother; stubborn younger
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brother: gender relationships within the household.
Chapter 6: Nobutane’s writings for a new Japan.

Part III: The Hirata family in Modern Japan.

Chapter 7: Kanetane: from teacher to shrine priest.
Chapter 8: Moritane: adopted head to a diminished
school.

While affiliated with the Institute of Gender Studies
at Ochanomizu University, I attended three monthly
meetings of the “Hirata kokugaku kenkytkai” held at
the Hirata shrine at Yoyogi. There I obtained valuable
documents, especially letters written by Kanetane,
and received help reading letters written to Kanetane
and Nobutane. Much of my time was spent trying to
read letters written in kuzushiji and translating them. I
also spent several days at the Tokyo Central Library
examining accounts of the Boshin war of 1868 for
references to spear fighting for a paper I am planning
on this subject (Kaneya was addicted to spear fighting).

The outcome of my research was 1) a paper on
Orise’s letters from when she accompanied Atsutane
when the shogunate exiled him to Akita. While he
lectured to domain retainers and tried to get a paid
position in the domain bureaucracy, Orise managed
correspondence with the rest of the family left behind
in Edo. Although scholars have tended to see her as
nothing but Atsutane's amanuensis, her multifaceted
letters reveal a complex web of relationships that
supported the activities of both husband and wife. 2)
A revision of an essay I had originally written on the
relations between Nobutane and Kaneya based on
the talks I gave at graduate seminars at Ochanomizu

University.
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