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The Shogunate vs. the People: Gallants
and Thieves in Kyokutei Bakin’s Lzves of
the Gallants: Read Them and Wonder

Shan REN

University of Oregon

Until the sage is dead, great thieves will never cease to appear.
—Zhuangzi, “Rifling Trunks”

1. Introduction

Among the many character types that enliven early modern Japanese fiction, the
kyikakn T2 (Ch. xiake, gallant) was one of the most popular, particulatly in the
mid- to late nineteenth century. These anti-hierarchical and at times lawbreaking
figures often embody moral ambiguity, but they consistently also honor their
commitments, and are willing to sacrifice their lives to protect the vulnerable.
Their marginalized status empowers them to challenge the prevailing social hier-
archy, their focus on the welfare of common people allowing them to contest
top-down political ideologies. Even today, the bravery and righteousness associ-
ated with &yokakn continue to influence popular culture, as amply manifested in a
variety of genres, especially boys” manga, historical dramas, and action movies.

Among the numerous Edo-period (1603—1868) works addressing the theme
of kyokaku, Kyokutei Bakin’s H5=GZ (1767-1848) Kaikan kyoki kyikakuden
FSE A E L (Lives of the Gallants: Read Them and Wonder, 1832-1835;
hereafter abbreviated as Gullants) stands out, both for its distinctive interpreta-
tion of the &yokakn spirit and for its enduring influence on subsequent literary
works. This article analyzes the meaning and portrayal of the gyokakn in Gallants,
particularly in contrast to that figure’s negative counterpart, the #izoku #h
(thief or bandit). Through close reading, contextualization, and comparison, I
argue that the characterization of &ydkaku in Gallants reflects both a societal anx-
iety over disorder and a collective yearning for justice, while simultaneously ques-
tioning the practical efficacy of the inherently fictional &yokakn spirit in bringing
about real-world change. Furthermore, I argue that, through his portrayal of the
Ashikaga f2F] shogunate as a kind of metaphoric #z0kn, Bakin critiques the
moral corruption of those in power as the root cause of such societal disorder,
thereby conveying his pessimism on the possibility of restoring the grand peace.
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2. Brief Introduction to Gallants and Sutvey of Previous Scholarship

The story of Gallants is set temporally in the aftermath of the Nanbokucho
i JL#] period (Southern and Northern Courts period, 1336-1392). Historically,
this period saw the coexistence of two imperial courts, namely the Northern
Court (the Jimyoin FFHFE line) backed by the Ashikaga shogunate, and the rival
Southern court governed directly by the emperors of the Daikakuji KHESF line.
After decades of conflict, the Southern Court at length capitulated to the North-
ern Court in 1392. Gallants follows the descendants of families that supported
the erstwhile Southern Court, who prior to any open fight against the shogunate
in defense of the Daikakuji line, must for long years navigate a path of endur-
ance and conceal their identities. Yet the fate of these protagonists was ulti-
mately left hanging in the air, after Bakin stopped writing partway through the
story. Despite the anticipation for a sequel, Gallants remained unfinished, leaving
Bakin’s intended conclusion unknown.' Nevertheless, the work’s incomplete sta-
tus did not impede its popularity, which proved enduring both in Bakin’s own era
and long after his death.

The initial four volumes of Guallants, written by Bakin himself, were serialized
from 1832 to 1835. The publisher was Kawachiya Mohei i NERILHE in
Osaka, and different illustrators were used for each installment.” The suspension
of the project was the result of several factors. Correspondence from Bakin to
the publisher indicates that he was displeased by the publisher’s unjust accusa-
tions that he was delaying the whole publishing process.” Moreover, health issues
in 1833 with Bakin’s son, Sohaku 7#fH, and the latter’s subsequent death in 1834,
deeply disheartened Bakin, ultimately dissuading him from continuing the proj-
ect.* Yet even as Bakin himself ceased working on the project, its popularity con-
tinued. One year after Bakin’s demise in 1848, a fifth volume was published, this
time written by Hagiwara Hiromichi #Ji )8 (1815-1863). And in 1865, amid
the transition from the Edo period to the modern Meiji period (1868-1912),
Gallants found its way onto the kabuki stage.” Indeed, the work continued to en-
joy popularity well into the Meiji period, influencing subsequent writers and
scholars such as Tsubouchi Shoyo FEANEEE (1859—1935),° Koda Rohan 3 H#
(1867—1947), and Kitamura Tokoku Jbf &% (1868-1894).7

""Tokuda, “Gonancho hiwa,” p. 53.

*The first installment was illustrated by Keisai Eisen {#Ea7 98 (1791-1848); the second was
illustrated by Yanagawa Shigenobu #IJI| 15 I (1787-1832); Utagawa Kunisada /11 E H (1786
1865) was responsible for the third installment; and Yanagawa Shigenobu M/l H1E 1T (n.d.) illus-
trated the fourth. See Hattori, “Kaikan kyiki kyokakuden no kuchie, sashie,” p. 795.

3 Kyokutei Bakin, Bakin shokan shiisei, vol. 4, p. 34.

*Kyokutei Bakin, Bakin shokan shisei, vol. 3, p. 118-119.

S Hattotd, “Kaikan kyoki kyikaknden no kuchie, sashie: Keijo,” p. 124.

Tokuda, “Gonanché hiwa,” pp. 72-73.

" Maeda, “Bakin to Tokoku,” pp. 134-135.
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Figure 1. Front and back covers. Kaikan kyoki fyokakuden B 77 HEAZ, part 1 (pub. 1832),
vol. 1. Hiroshima University Library. https://doi.org/10.20730/100302090 (images 2 and 35).

Neither has modern scholarship neglected Guallants. For instance, Tokuda
Takeshi fiHH I has discussed its political implications, Hattori Hitoshi A&
has analyzed its illustrations, and Mizuno Minoru /K¥7f& and Miyake Hiroyuki
= F5E have explored Bakins Chinese sources. Three scholars moreover in
particular—As6 Isoji FRAEFE, Maeda Ai HiH %, and Uchida Yasuhiro AH
Prl—have specifically discussed the meaning of &yikakn in the work.

Aso, one of the eatliest scholars to analyze Gallants, utilizes it as a prime exam-
ple to showcase the substantial influence of Chinese vernacular novels on Bakin;
and in Edo bungakn to Shina bungakn 1177 L5 & ST (Edo Literature and
Chinese Literature, 1946), he highlights Bakin’s advanced compositional skill in
integrating such Chinese antecedents in a way that expressed his own ideas.® He

8 Aso, Edo bungakn to Shina bungakn, pp. 144=174. As6’s book was later retitled Edo bungakn o
Chagokn bungakn in 1972. Aso points out that Bakin utilized a variety of Chinese vernacular nov-
els as sources when composing Gallants. These include Niixian waishi ZAWIVE (]. Josen gaishi,
Unofficial History of the Female Transcendent, 1704), Pingyaozhuan VIK(z (]. Heiyoden, The
Three Sui Quash the Demons’ Revolt, late sixteenth century), Haogiuzhunan W3R15 (. Kokyiiden,
The Fortunate Union, seventeenth century), Kuaixinbain chnangi Wlsfi {535 (). Kaishinhen denki,
Tales to Delight the Heart, seventeenth to eighteenth century), Chuke paian jinggi NZEFE 2T
(J. Shokokn haknan kyoki, Slapping the Table in Amazement, seventeenth century), and Shuihuglbunan
IREFHE (J. Suikoden, The Water Margin, mid-fourteenth century).
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also suggests that Bakin’s obsession with Sima Qian’s #]}5:%& (J. Shiba Sen, 1457—
892 BCE) anti-Confucian interpretation of &ydkaku casts doubt on the common
perception of Bakin as a supporter of Confucianism. However, as Aso’s primary
objective in analyzing Gallants is to support his broader argument regarding the
connection between Edo literature and Chinese literature, his discussion of Gua/-
lants is largely confined to identifying those Chinese sources, particulatly in pop-
ular fiction, that Bakin drew upon. A comprehensive analysis of the significance
of the kyikakun spirit in Bakin’s works would not emerge until the late 1970s.

In 1977, Uchida Yasuhiro published “Bakin no kyo: Kaikan kyoki kyokakuden
izen” E O [BIGEAHZ(R] LT Bakins Gallantry: Before Lives of the
Gallants: Read Them and Wonder), in which he traces the development of kyikaku
figures in works by Bakin predating Gallants. Uchida’s study highlights how
Bakin strove gradually to remove those traits of immorality and outlawry tradi-
tionally associated with gyokakn, ultimately redefining the concept in a way that
shaped its influence on subsequent writers and literati.” However, as his title sug-
gests, Uchida limits this analysis to works predating Ga/lants and does not engage
directly with the latter text itself. While I concur with Uchida’s argument that
Bakin sought indeed to redefine &yokaku as a group of righteous people, I would
argue that in Gallants, Bakin nonetheless simultaneously acknowledges the moral
ambiguity of kyokaku when measured against Confucian ethical standards.
Moreover, Bakin also consciously juxtaposes &yokakn with toz0ku, intentionally
blurring the line between the two categories.

In contrast to Uchida’s interest in &yokaku before Gallants, Maeda Ai is more
intrigued by the reinterpretation of &yikaku in the context of Japan’s modern-
ization. In “Bakin to Tokoku: ‘Kyo” o megutte” lE & &R 1 [fk] 2o T
(Bakin and Tokoku: About “Gallantry”, 1976), he explores this idea through
an analysis of writings by Kitamura Tokoku. He shows that in Tokoku’s view,
the &yokakn embodied ordinary people’s hopes for freedom and justice, noting
that Tokoku even compared the surviving supporters of the Southern court in
Gallants to his own comrades after the failure of the Freedom and People’s
Rights Movement in the 1880s."” Although Maeda’s analysis has little to do with
Bakin’s work itself, such a connection between the &ydkaks spirit and the desire
of the marginalized for voice and for justice is indeed in accord with the main
theme of Guallants.

In short, while the research conducted by these three scholars is certainly
groundbreaking, none of them focuses on Gallants exclusively, or on the specific
meaning of Ayokakn within that text. Given Bakin’s significant status in early
modern Japanese literature and the profound influence of Gallants on subse-
quent literary works exploring similar themes, however, a thorough analysis of
the &yokakun spirit in Gallants is both essential and long overdue. This article seeks

*Uchida, “Bakin no kyd,” pp. 182-183.
"Maeda, “Bakin to Tokoku,” pp. 134-136.
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to address this gap, hoping thereby to contribute to a deeper understanding of
this remarkable work of fiction and its enduring cultural impact.

In the sections that follow, I begin by first examining Bakin’s theoretical artic-
ulation of kyokakn through a close reading of his preface to the initial volume
of Gallants. Drawing inspiration from Sima Qian, in this piece Bakin carefully
positions kydkaku on the side of good by emphasizing their people-centered in-
tentions, even while also acknowledging their moral limitations. After this, I pro-
ceed to examine in detail Bakin’s depiction of an ideal &yokakn character within
the narrative, with a focus on such a figure’s intrinsic fictionality: although he
represents a source of hope for the oppressed, the possibility of true salvation
seems to exist only in the realm of fiction. The pessimism of this view is also
reflected in Bakin’s portrayal of #izoku, the evil counterpart to &yokaks. Inspired
by the discussion of the “great thief” in Zhuangzi i+ (c. 369-286 BCE), Bakin
highlights the difficulty of distinguishing between kyikakn and tigoku, and cri-
tiques the shogunate as itself the great thief, exposing its hypocrisy.

3. The Definition of Kyokaku

The historical roots of the term &yokakn can be traced back to ancient China."
In Shiji "UEC (J. Shiki, Records of the Grand Historian, late second century BCE
to early first century BCE; hereafter referred to as Records), Sima Qian highlights
kyokaku as a group of outlaw heroes who were largely ignored in earlier, ruling-
class-centered historical records.'”” Their role as protectors of the people makes
these figures a popular subject in Chinese literature, notably influencing the ver-
nacular novel Shuibuzhnan IKFHZ (]. Suikoden, The Water Margin, mid-fourteenth
century). The protagonists in The IWater Margin are portrayed in a positive light as
marginalized outlaw heroes or, conversely, as a violent gang of bandits who

""The term Ayokakn lends itself to various English translations. Burton Watson often trans-
lated it as “knight” because of shared qualities such as bravery, righteousness, and compassion.
However, the term “knight” evokes images of a loyal horseman of high social status in medieval
Europe, which may not accurately encapsulate the essence of &yokakn, a term that does not nec-
essarily imply loyalty to a given lord or any high social rank (or indeed the use of a horse). An-
other possible translation is “chivalry.”” Nitobe Inazo offered an early analysis of the similarities
between the concept of chivalry and bushido IA3E (“the way of the samurai”), a term some-
times associated with &ydkakn. See Nitobe, Bushido, pp. 5-9. Although it is difficult to summarize
the concept of chivalry, which has a long and complicated history, its origin as a medieval ethical
code of conduct for elite, noble, and Christian knights makes it a possible translation for bushido,
which is also rooted in elite culture, noble class status, and religion. However, Ayikakn differs
significantly from both chivalry and bushidi by virtue of its iconoclastic nature. Rather than being
followers of the elite and nobility, or the guardians of dominant religious and political ideologies,
kyokakn adhere to their own moral codes, which sometimes run counter to those of authorities.
Hence, Glynne Walley’s translation of gyokakn as “gallant,” emphasizing courageous and heroic
attributes, seems more fitting. See Walley, Good Dogs, p. 8. Thus, while here I predominantly uti-
lize the Japanese term &yokaknu, I occasionally employ “gallant” when contextually appropriate.

12 Chiba, “Kyokaku oyobi kyokaku shiso,” pp. 31-32.
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morally diverge from dominant Confucian ideology. Even still, the novel’s sug-
gestion that the societal margins can become centers of influence contributed to
its widespread popularity in both imperial China and eatly modern Japan."

In Japan, gyokakn were closely associated with popular culture, in which they
were represented as figures that were powerful yet rebellious, attractive yet dan-
gerous. Although the term could be applied to different groups of people, all
were generally perceived as socially disruptive forces that straddled the line be-
tween justice and lawlessness. Unlike many other popular warrior figures,
kyokaku were distinct for their lack of interest in serving the upper class. For ex-
ample, the loyal retainers of Chushingnra H\EL (The Treasury of Loyal Retain-
ers) are not kyokakn because they are celebrated for their willingness to sacrifice
themselves to avenge the death of their lord; and the dog warriors in Bakin’s
own renowned Nansi Satomi hakkenden Fi#6H. 5 /AKAZ (The Lives of the Eight
Dogs of the Satomi of Southern Kazusa, 1814—1842; hereafter referred to as
Eight Dogs) should strictly speaking not be counted as &yokakn cither, because
they are spiritual descendants of the Satomi clan and the story ends with their
becoming loyal retainers of Lord Satomi Yoshinari # i, In contrast, &yikaku
figures were admired not for their loyalty to a lord but for their anti-hierarchical
nature and their willingness to fight the ruling class to protect the weak.

Takasu Yoshijiro =ZH75 KRR traces the origins of &yokakn back to the gekoknjo
i b (inferiors overthrowing their supetiors) practices and the #suchi ikki +—#
(peasant uprisings) phenomenon of the late Muromachi period (1336-1573)."*
During this time of political instability, as the central authority collapsed and so-
cial order unraveled, mid-/low-ranking samurai sought to replace their superi-
ors, while peasants rose up to resist oppressive rule. The shared resistance
against the ruling class by these groups laid the foundation for the eventual ap-
pearance of kyokakn.

Takasu further argues that the hatamotoyakko TEARTL (“young samurai who
served high-ranking hatamoto, or shogunal vassals”) of the early Edo period
should be regarded as precursors of &yokaku because their emphasis on cultivating
mental endurance and physical sturdiness sharply contrasted with the luxurious
and decadent lifestyles of the increasingly bureaucratized hatamoto class as a
whole, and because their distinctive appearance and behavior embodied a form
of resistance to the progressively class-solidified social customs of the time.
Their rebellious spirit gradually spread to the commoner class, eventually giving
rise to their commoner counterpart, the machiyakko BI I (“young townsmen”)."”®
Machiyakko generally indeed hailed from commoner families, and they actively re-
sisted the oppression of the ruling class. However, as Takasu points out, both
hatamotoyakko and machiyakko tended to overemphasize spirit and the importance

Y Hedberg, The Japanese Discovery of Chinese Fiction, pp. 3—4.
" Takasu, “Kyokaku no hassei oyobi hattatsu,” pp. 8-9.
51bid., pp. 12-16.
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of accepting challenges without hesitation, which sometimes led them to reck-
lessly charge forward without regard for right or wrong,

Bakin holds a critical view of both hatamotoyakko and machiyakko, however,
considering them unworthy of the title of true &yokakn. In the preface to the
first installment of Gullants, he asserts that these “gallants of the towns” (ryokd
no shi B4 212 are inferior to the “virtuous wartiors of old” (inishie dotoku no shi
T E R ). In his portrayal, “gallants of the towns” includes figures from both
groups, such as Otori Ippei K5 (1588—1612),'° a pioneeting hatamotoyaksko,
and Banzuiin Chobei IR £ IL# (1622-1650),"a renowned machiyakko. Both
are historical figures from the early Edo period who were later mythologized in
popular culture. For instance, Banzuiin Chobei became a celebrated character in
kabuki theater, first appearing on stage in 1744. His popularity endured through-
out the Edo period and continues even into modern times.'®

Yet despite the iconic status of these two men, Bakin’s portrayal remains criti-
cal, suggesting that their actions and behaviors fell short of the virtues he asso-
ciates with true &yokaksn. His negative evaluation reads:

MHFT A, BARLER R BT ERAR. RS DL g i

Some of their behavior cannot unreservedly be called righteous. They were
impetuous, sometimes bullying others and sometimes aiding them. They
formed their own groups and made a living through their brute strength.

In other words, Bakin disapproves of how such people exploit their power to
oppress those weaker than themselves. In Bakin’s conception, true &yokakn are
brave and skilled in the martial arts, uphold their promises, and defend the vul-
nerable. While their sense of righteousness may diverge from the Confucian
definition, they maintain humility and refrain from boasting about their deeds.
Because of these traits, they are perceived as formidable threats by the govern-
ment, as they adhere to their own moral code rather than serving authority. They
harbor disdain for those who abuse power and are willing to sacrifice their lives
to combat such tyranny. Moreover, their ability to evade detection complicates
governmental efforts to control or regulate them. And while authorities may
view them as more dangerous than ordinary thieves and bandits, the general
public worships them as their protectors and saviors.

1 Otori Ippei formed his hatamotoyakko group around 1610, and its members were renowned
for wearing strange clothes and conducting villainous deeds. This group was composed primarily
of low-ranking samurai, and aimed to both restrain the high-ranking samurai elite’s tyranny as
well as to protect low-ranking samurai’s rights. Inui, Nibon denki densetsu daijiten, pp. 185-180.

"Banzuiin Chobei was from the chinin W] A (townsmen) class. He eventually rose to become
the head of the machiyakko and competed with local hatamotoyakko groups. His life came to an
end when he was killed by Mizuno Nariyuki ZKF .2 (1630-1664) and members of the lattet’s
own gang, For more details, see ibid., p. 729.

'8 Kawatake and Furuido, Kabuki 1570 jinbutsu jiten, pp. 659—661.

¥ Kyokutei Bakin, Kaikan kyiki kyikakuden, p. 6.
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Figure 2. Inside front cover and the authot’s preface. Kaikan kyoki kyokakuden, part 1 (pub.
1832), vol. 1. Hiroshima University Library. https://doi.org/10.20730/100302090 (image 4).

In this preface to the first installment of Gallants, Bakin meticulously outlines
his definition of kydkakun, drawing heavily from Chapter 124, “Youxia liezhuan”
HERHE (]. “Yukyo retsuden”; The Biographies of the Wandering Knights), in
Sima Qian’s Records, as well as from the corresponding chapter in its Ming com-
mentary Shiji pinglin RELFFAK (] Shiki byirin, Annotated Records of the Grand
Historian, sixteenth century; hereafter Annotated Records).* Nishimura Hideto
V475 A\ has observed that over half of the preface is comprised of excerpts
from Records and this commentary, with Bakin contributing only some transi-
tional sentences and the concluding portion. Nishimura interprets these excerpts
as indicative of Bakin’s complete reliance on Kecords and his use of that text as
a mere “justification” for having composed such a narrative so centered on
kyokakn.” However, as mentioned previously, Bakin’s comparison between the

?Nishimura, “Chugoku bungaku yoti mita Bakin,” pp. 790-791.
#bid., p. 791.
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“inferiot” hatamotoyakko and machiyakko and the virtuous gyokaks of old indi-
cates that he has a more nuanced definition in mind. In Bakin’s view, true
kyokaku are characterized by their willingness to protect the weak, an under-
standing that diverges from their conventional popular image as gangsters who
impose their power on others. For Bakin, the essence of kyikaku lies in their
ethical commitment to defend the vulnerable, marking a stark contrast to the
lawless behavior of some hatamotoyakko and machiyakko. His conceptualization in
these terms is moreover deeply rooted in the classical texts he cites, rather than
in the prevailing popular interpretations of the time. Consequently, a careful
analysis of this preface is essential to understanding the theoretical foundations
of Bakin’s strategy in constructing the morality of &ydkaku.

4. Moral Degradation and the Appearance of kyokaku and tozoku

In the preface to the first installment of Gallants (Figure 2), Bakin establishes
a worldview centered on societal decline. He contends that the deterioration of
moral standards in society has contributed to the blurred ethical boundaries as-
sociated with &yokakn figures. Furthermore, by considering kyokaku alongside
tozokn, Bakin is able to distinguish the two, effectively setting aside the more
“evil” elements traditionally attributed to Ayokaks. In doing so, he redefines
kyokaku as representatives of righteousness, positioning them as figures who
embody the virtue of protecting the weak, and thus elevating them as symbols
of good in contrast to their more nefarious counterparts.

The preface begins with a citation from the Chinese Daoist classic Dao de jing
HEAERE (J. Do tokn kyo, fourth century BCE): “Laozi says, ‘When the Great Way
declined, the words for benevolence and righteousness came in.”** This opening
line sets the thematic tone for the entire narrative and establishes the context for
kyokaku: they emerge when the Way—the Daoist principle of natural order and
harmony—is lost and society falls into disorder. (This idea also resonates with
Takasu’s discussion of the gekokujo and #suchi ikki practices during chaotic peri-
ods of war.) The whole relevant stanza in Dao de jing is as follows:

KiBBE, HIF BEM. A RM. NBAM., AFEE. EREAL, AR

And when the olden way of rule declined,

The words for love [benevolence| and serve [righteousness] came in.
Next came knowledge and keen thought,

Advent of lying, sham, and fraud.

When kinsmen lost their kind concord,

They honored child and parent love.

In dark disorder ruling houses

Turned to loyal devoted vassals.**

*Kyokutei Bakin, Kaikan kyiki kyokakuden, p. 5.
B Laozi, Rashi Kensai kigi, vol. 1 (), fol. 22v.
*Laozi, Dao de Jing, p. 68.



34 RexN

This stanza describes the decline of the Great Way, a natural state of order in
which words for virtues are not needed. It is only after the decline of such a state
that virtues like benevolence and righteousness are conceived. Therefore, benev-
olence and righteousness mark the decline of the Way rather than any reflection
of the Way. In general, Daoism espouses a critical stance towards such Confu-
cian virtues. For example, Zhuangzi has a similar or even more critical attitude:
“That the Way and its Virtue were destroyed in order to create benevolence and
righteousness—this was the fault of the sage.””

By citing LLaozi’s teachings, Bakin highlights the degeneration of society and
the inherently unreliable nature of Confucian virtues in such a context. He then
extends this argument by stating that even virtues such as benevolence and righ-
teousness have become corrupted: “There are fake people who pretend to be
true, and that is why Han Fei criticizes them by comparing them to ‘Confucians
and gallants,”’* a direct citation from Records. In other words, once the Way is
lost, secondary virtues such as benevolence and righteousness emerge to fill the
void; but when these virtues are tainted, distinguishing between good and evil
becomes increasingly difficult. Through this reasoning, Bakin establishes a
moral hierarchy that reflects the disordered nature of society. Although &yokakn
may also possess negative qualities like recklessness and deceptiveness, making
them imperfect according to the Confucian moral standard, this is owing to the
degradation of a disordered society. In this way, Bakin justifies the ambiguous
morality of kydkaku and aligns them with the good.

Next, Bakin proceeds to define the qualities of kyikaks, citing Chen Renzi’s
B4=F (J. Chin Jinshi, Song dynasty) comments in Annotated Records and Sima
Qian’s Records:

Kk s, BUFW, BARK, PG, LSyl E 2t A
BB RARWEP, HpEE T, HH, FREERES A, mEEMITE T2
. Aaabtt, BNz, LH, S, BATHABRIEER, RESL
fFo HATRR. Eiidike AEHAE, Bt 2Pil. BEFTIRAER, MAH
Hig, AHHM, BRHRESEY

Gallants are powerful and they protect people. With high moral integrity, they
are not afraid of death. They help people in trouble and solve disputes. This is
what Confucius meant when he remarked, “to die to achieve virtue.” When
Sima Qian composed Records, he cited Han FPei in the preface. He also wrote, “Ji
Ci and Yuan Xian were simple commoners living in the village lanes. They studied
books and cherished independence of action and the virtues of the supetior man;
in their righteousness they refused to compromise with their age, and their age
in turn merely laughed at them.” Furthermore, he wrote, “as for the wandering

»Zhuangzi, The Complete Works of Zhunangzi, pp. 66-67. SREELIZ 3, B ZEt,
Zhuangzi, S¢ji Kensai kggi, vol. 3, fol. 54x.

20 Kyokutei Bakin, Kaikan kyoki kyokaknden, p. 5. THABNMIEE . BUEIEIR BT Z,

7 Tbid., p. 5.
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The harmonious world of the Great Way

The wotld of secondary virtues

l

The disordered world of fakery and deception

Figure 3. The three phases of the world’s degradation, according to Bakin.

gallants, though their actions may not conform to perfect righteousness, yet
they are always true to their word. What they undertake they invariably fulfil;
what they have promised they invariably carry out. Without thinking of them-
selves they hasten to the side of those who ate in trouble, whether it means sur-
vival or destruction, life or death. Yet they never boast of their accomplish-
ments but rather consider it a disgrace to brag of what they have done for
others. So there is much about them which is worthy of admiration.”

The opening sentence of this passage underscores two pivotal attributes of
kyokakn—Dbravery and righteousness.” The following citation of the stories of
Ji Ci FR (J. Ki Ji) and Yuan Xian E#F (J. Gen Ken) from Records elucidates
three further qualities of &yokaks: they are not confined to noble lineage; they
diligently study texts and cultivate virtues; and they may face misunderstanding
ot ridicule from contemporary society.” The text continues to emphasize their
unwavering commitment to their words and their readiness to sacrifice them-
selves for others in distress; it states furthermore that they refrain from boasting
of their deeds, and that and their righteousness may not always align perfectly
with societal norms.

Yet because of the marginalized status of &yokakn and the falsity of society, it
is extremely difficult to identify them. Records continues to explore in more detail
those people who pretend to be &yikakr—thieves and bandits, or #5zoku:

#1 rely on Watson’s translation for the citations from Records. See Sima Qian, Records of the
Grand Historian, vol. 2, pp. 409-410.

¥ Sima, Shiki hyorin, vol. 124, fol. 1r. Bakin cites part of Chen Renzi’s comment with slight re-
visions. The original reads: B~ FF. (PB&] RiEe, 17t e, Fithe BRARSR, PR,
(Chen Renzi says, ... You iff means ‘to travel’ and xiz ¢ means ‘to guard.” With high moral in-
tegrity, [gallants| are not afraid of death. They help people in trouble and solve disputes.”)

*Ji Ci and Yuan Xian are Confucian scholars rather than Ayokaks, but Sima Qian discusses
them to highlight the qualities they share with &yokakn.
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Ignorant people have a saying, “Why bother to understand benevolence and
righteousness? Whoever does you some good must be a virtuous man!” Bo Yi
hated the Zhou dynasty and chose to starve on Shouyang Mountain rather than
serve under it, but Kings Wen and Wu did not give up their thrones on that ac-
count. Zhi and Qiao were cruel and lawless bandits, yet their own followers
never tired of singing their praises. From this we can see that “he who steals a
fishhook gets his head chopped off, but he who steals a state becomes a great
lord, and when one is a great lord, he automatically acquires benevolence and
righteousness.” These ate no empty words!*>

Sima Qian cites instances where ignorance leads people to equate real benevo-
lence and righteousness with actions only consequentially beneficent, regardless
of the actor’s true character. For instance, the Confucian saint Bo Yi A5
(J. Haku 1), critical of King Wu’s it lack of loyalty and filial piety, starved him-
self in protest but failed to dissuade the king from assuming the throne. Simi-
larly, despite Zhi i (J. Seki) and Qiao’s # (J. Kyo) notoriety as ruthless bandits,
their followers lauded them. Sima Qian further draws from Zhuangzi to challenge
conventional notions of right and wrong, positing that a great thief, if benevo-
lent toward his subjects after usurping power, can be transformed into a virtuous
ruler. Sima Qian delineates a crucial distinction between &yokaku and tigokn:
whereas &yokakn uphold their principles and commitments steadfastly, even if it
necessitates solitude, #z0k# employ deception and adapt their principles oppor-
tunistically to amass fame, power, and wealth. The motif of the #ozoku serves as
another thematic axis in Gallants, to be examined further in section 6.

In summary, drawing upon Chinese classics, Bakin divides the moral degrada-
tion of the world into three phases: the harmonious world of the Great Way, the
secondarily good world of virtues, and further beyond that the disordered cha-
otic world, as shown in Figure 3. Kyokakn are situated within the third phase,
where their imperfect morality can still be considered good, albeit inferior to the
first two phases. Furthermore, the moral superiority of the &yokakn is confirmed
by their foil, the zz0kn, who are defined as possessing evil characteristics. In the
following sections, I will explore how Bakin puts these theoretically defined im-
ages of gyokakn and tozoku into practice in Gallants.

5. The Kyokaku Ideal and the People’s Hopes for Justice

The quintessential &yokakn character crafted by Bakin in Gallants is Nogami
no Fuhito Akinobu ¥ 531, a goshi #1: (country samurai) whose detailed

3 Sima, Shiki hyorin, vol. 124, fol. 2v.
2Sima, Records of the Grand Historian, vol. 2, p. 410.
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Figure 4. Frontispiece. Katkan kyoki kyokakuden, part 1 (pub. 1832), vol. 1. Hiroshima Uni-
versity Library. https://doi.org/10.20730/100302090 (image 8). The character on the far

right, holding a scroll, is Nogami no Fuhito Akinobu.

introduction marks the beginning of Chapter 1.” Akinobu’s lineage extends
back to the Kamakura shogunate. During the Nanbokucho period, his grandfa-
ther had allied with the Southern Court and transported rations for General
Nitta Yoshisada’s # H & H (1301-1338) army; but upon learning of Yoshisada’s
demise, he withdrew from political affairs. Akinobu’s own father, incapacitated
by illness, followed scholatly pursuits instead of serving a lord. Heir to such a
family legacy, Akinobu strives himself to hone his skills in both literature and the
martial arts. His principles prioritize loyalty and filial piety, as manifested in his
refusal to pledge allegiance to the contemporary Ashikaga shogunate due to his
familial ties to the Southern Court.

Akinobu’s family history and educational background shape his unique
kyokaku nature, making him willing to diverge from the norms of his society. He

¥ Kyokutei Bakin, Kaikan Kyoki Kyokakunden, p. 715. Bakin often used the term gashi to refer to
characters born into samurai families but currently living in the countryside while keeping their
samurai titles.


https://doi.org/10.20730/100302090

38 RexN

sympathizes with the defunct imperial line and refuses to serve the incumbent
ruling authority, challenging prevailing notions of loyalty and righteousness. De-
spite his reluctance to perform obeisance to the rulers, he exhibits remarkable
compassion toward the common people. Akinobu extends aid to all who seek it,
dispensing resources without inquiry into their identities. Exceptionally, his em-
pathy extends also to anonymous casualties of war: he purchases the skulls of
the nameless dead scattered along the roadside, symbolizing his reverence even
for the souls of those forgotten.*

Akinobu’s interpretation of filial piety similarly deviates from societal expecta-
tions. Despite his age, he and his wife remain childless, a situation traditionally
viewed in Confucian doctrine as a failure to perpetuate the family line. Yet whereas
his wife suggests taking a concubine to ensure lineage continuity, Akinobu attri-
butes their childlessness to Heaven’s will. He challenges the Confucian teaching
of shichikyo £% (Ch. gigii, seven reasons to divorce a wife), which allows a hus-
band to put the blame of infertility entirely on the wife.”> He argues that both
men and women can be infertile and that perhaps his and his wife’s lack of chil-
dren is his own fault rather than hers.

In the largely government-oriented and hierarchical system of Confucianism,
moral virtues such as benevolence, loyalty, and filial piety are keys to sustaining
social stability on a grand scale. Consequently, groups of people who cannot, or
who can no longer, contribute to this system, such as the anonymous dead in
wars and infertile women, are often silenced and marginalized. Akinobu’s alle-
giance and filial piety challenge such conventional definitions by prioritizing the
welfare of the vulnerable over deference to authority. He aligns himself with the
downtrodden populace, thereby underscoring Bakin’s commitment to represent-
ing the voice of the common people.

At the same time, even as Bakin portrays Akinobu as an exemplary &yokakn
character, he subtly exposes the fictional nature of this depiction. Although
Akinobu and his peers serve as beacons of hope for readers, the narrative effec-
tively suggests that it is only through the lens of fiction that the grievances of
the oppressed can be heard and addressed. Notably, his name, Nogami no
Fuhito Akinobu ¥f FSIZ5#, can be rearranged to signify “to write unofficial
history and historical romance” (yashi engi 0 arawasn B iE 5% % 3). Tonomura

It was a common practice in war for samurai to gather the heads of famous enemy generals
as proof of their military achievements, for which their lords would reward them accordingly.
Akinobu is not motivated by utilitarian purposes, however. Rather, he chooses to collect the
skulls of the nameless. This again shows his unique understanding of loyalty and righteousness.

»The seven reasons to divorce a wife are given as follows: “If the wife is not filial to her par-
ents in law, she should leave; if the wife is childless, she should leave; if the wife is not chaste,
she should leave; if the wife is jealous, she should leave; if the wife has an incurable disease, she
should leave; if the wife is too talkative, she should leave; and, if the wife steals things, she should
leave.” This was a common Confucian practice in both premodern China and Japan. Gao, Dadai

Liji jinzhu jinyz, p. 469.
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Josai BAT 7T (1779-1847), a friend of Bakin’s, highlighted this linguistic play,
noting: “Needless to say, this [Akinobu’s| name means unofficial history and his-
torical romance. How interesting!”* In the Edo period, “unofficial history and
historical romance” often denoted fictional works in general, imbuing Akinobu
with metaphorical significance as a representative of fiction within Gallants.

One particular episode involving an empty letter further underscores this fic-
tionality. Dairoku Hidenao K7/S3EIE. falls gravely ill en route to Sagami ##% and
entrusts his wife, Omoya /&, and son, Koroku /N, to Akinobu through a let-
ter. Akinobu receives the letter, only to find it empty upon opening. He thinks to
himself,

UTRIZ bh VWHHA iJLLi bﬁ‘éiﬁ?? O@%‘ Rh 5 B
BE fEE—HD. XY bBHIHbRE L. TREEET, T 2EEA
li\V) PELA . N E T g LB?\/%
LR BT, BT AEE Lo, BECoMMS . B LTHES
59 X {3 v 59 L
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Hidenao and I have never met before. He heard about my conduct and
wanted to entrust his wife and son to me. There is little he can mention, so he
only wrote his name on the envelope and put a piece of white paper in it. [The
empty letter] conveyed his painful intent: “silence is better than words.”

Akinobu interprets the empty letter as a silent testament to Hidenao’s character,
attributing significance to the absence of words. This portrayal suggests that
moral individuals like Akinobu possess an innate ability to recognize others’ vir-
tues, even through unreliable means such as hearsay or silence.

However, the episode also underscores the ambiguity and unreliability of
words. Akinobu’s trust in the empty letter reveals his acceptance of such ambi-
guity as well as his own fictional nature. Thus, while Akinobu, as an ideal
kyokaku, symbolizes moral integrity and virtue within the narrative, his encoun-
ters and interpretations simultaneously highlight the inherent limitations and un-
certainties of human communication and narrative representation.

Another manifestation of Akinobu’s fictionality is the episode of the brush
tomb. After assisting Hidenao’s son Koroku in retrieving the head of Wakiya
Yoshitaka i & 5EFE (°—1404), a high-ranking samurai from the Nitta clan serving
the Southern Court, and those of his retainers, Akinobu places the heads into six
urns and inters them alongside Hidenao’s body in a temple he frequents. He
thereupon delivers a speech to the villagers:

3 Kyokutei Bakin, Kaikan kyiki kyokaknden, p. 715, Bz / I VT 2 TV a bng 7= 7
EF 7. FEIHE Y, Another hypothesis is that Akinobu’s name hints at Bakins pen name
Chosakudo #1E%L, which can be interpreted as “the hall where the writer composes works.” In
this case, the character of Akinobu would represent the authot’s own fictional persona, an equa-

tion perhaps highlighting for the readers his fictional, created nature.
77 Ibid., p. 36.
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These vases contain the worn-out brushes I used from the spring of [my life]

at the age of eight, when I started to learn calligraphy, up until yesterday and

today, when I am almost fifty years old. Thanks to these brushes, I learned how

to write, though my writing is not perfect, so I think I ought not to break them

and throw them away. I have kept them till now, and because tonight [is my

sworn brother’s funeral|, I decided to bury them here and make a brush tomb
for them.

Ly ﬁm

It goes without saying that this brush tomb enables Akinobu to conceal the fact
that he clandestinely reclaimed the heads of Yoshitaka and his retainers, who
were killed by the shogun’s follower, Fujishiro Yasutomo J# % (7. Yoshitaka,
a supporter of the Southern Court, was perceived as a traitor by the Ashikaga
shogunate, which put his head on display as a deterrent to potential dissidents.
From Akinobu’s perspective, however, Yoshitaka was a loyal samurai who re-
mained steadfast in his allegiance until the end, motivating Akinobu to retrieve
his head and properly bury it alongside his body. All the same, Akinobu’s actions
are illegal, necessitating the fabrication of the brush tomb pretext to conceal
what he has done.

Both the empty letter and brush tomb episodes serve symbolic purposes.”’
Paper and brush, essential tools of fictional composition, hold significance for
Akinobu, whose name implies a connection to fictional narratives. Akinobu
himself, however, after first acknowledging the symbolic power of empty papet,
subsequently then buries his own brushes, suggesting rather a skepticism toward
the authenticity and efficacy of writing, The inability to convey reality through
written words underscores the government-centric nature of official history,
which often suppresses dissenting voices. Fiction, therefore, emerges as a unique
realm—albeit an imaginary one—where such voices can in fact persist.

This section has examined the characterization of Akinobu as an ideal kyokak.
By exercising virtues such as loyalty and filial piety in the service of protecting
the marginalized and challenging governmental authority, Akinobu adopts a
bottom-up approach to morality that departs from a conventional Confucian

#Tbid., p. 48.

¥'The brush tomb in Gallants may remind readets of the brush tomb that Bakin built for him-
self in 1809, which still exists today on the grounds of the Seiunji 225 Temple in Tokyo. In

this sense, the character Akinobu might even symbolize the fiction’s author, Bakin himself (as
also discussed in footnote 306), and the emphasis on the deception of writing in these two epi-
sodes reminds readers of the fictional nature of Gallants, a work written by Bakin.
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perspective. However, Akinobu ultimately remains a fictional construct within
the narrative of Gallants. This harsh reality implies that the solace sought by the
marginalized may be found only within the realm of fictionality.

6. Tozoku: The Evil Counterpart of kyokaku

The negative counterpart of &ydkaku in Gallants is tozoku. Yet in many eatly
modern narratives, the two groups are not always depicted as contradictory, as
Uchida points out. In some cases, gyokakn were even portrayed as morally cor-
rupted #oz0kn. Against this, Uchida argues, Bakin’s conception of &ydkaku is dis-
tinct precisely because he seeks to strip foz0ku elements from gyokakn.*' 1 agree
with this insofar as Bakin does indeed attempt to establish the category of
kyokaku as morally good and #zokn as evil, yet a careful examination of two
tozoku characters from Guallants reveals Bakin’s intentional blurring of the two
categories. Although according to his proposed framework, &yikakn and tozokn
are theoretically different in nature, in the narrative itself they are extensively
misrecognized and prove to be indistinguishable.

While gyokakn and toz0ku share many similarities, such as maintaining low pro-
files and adhering to their own codes rather than the laws of society, their moti-
vations differ significantly. Kyokakn employ their power and occasionally trans-
gress laws for the betterment of others, whereas 730k typically act in pursuit of
personal gain. However, discerning an actor’s true intentions is challenging,
making it in practice difficult to distinguish between &ydkaks and tigokn. Even
the &yokakn exemplar Akinobu is often labeled as #0z0k# by corrupt government
officials. In Chapter 3, Fujishiro Yasutomo refers to Akinobu as “the head thief”
(kubinusubito E#%#5N) and “the person who stole the heads of the traitors”
(gyakuto no kubi o nusumishi mono FHEDE & GiH L d D)4

Conversely, skillful #oz0ku often masquerade as benevolent and righteous indi-
viduals. An illustrative example is Ikazuchi Denji Takateru FLHHEBRFENE, a
former samurai who turned to a life of crime after his lord’s demise. By day,
Takateru assumes the guise of a respectable goshi, teaching martial arts in the
Ishikawa £/l area of Kawachi [N (a province in the eastern part of modern
Osaka Prefecture). However, under the cover of night, he and his cohort engage
in thievery elsewhere. Cunningly, Takateru refrains from plundering the local
populace and even safeguards them from other thieves and criminals, fostering
an atmosphere of tranquility in the Ishikawa area itself. As a result, the region
thrives as a veritable haven of happiness, where “nobody picks up articles
dropped on the street or locks their door at night”*—a reference to the ideal
world of the Great Way, though in an ironic sense. Even the local authorities

*Uchida, “Bakin no kyo,” p. 173.
"' Kyokutei Bakin, Kaikan kyiki kyokakunden, p. 51.

o 55 83 05 LB 51
Ibid., p. 396. B&IZHE /2B Z AT L. HETHROR &,
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remain oblivious to Takateru’s true nature, regarding him as a dependable guard-
ian of the community.

Clearly, Akinobu and Takateru form a juxtaposed pair of kyokakn and tozoku.
Both are esteemed as goshi by the populace, and both utilize their prowess to pro-
tect the locals. However, while Akinobu selflessly bestows his wealth upon those
in need, Takateru’s actions stem from self-interest in his own long-term survival.
As readers, we possess an omniscient perspective, allowing us to discern the true
character of the two individuals. Yet within the narrative, the inhabitants strug-
gle to differentiate them. Ironically, it is Akinobu the government denounces as
disloyal while lauding Takateru as an honorable gentleman.

Another similarity shared between these two characters is that both receive
“abnormal” letters asking for assistance. In Chapter 31, another #z0kx, Yubari
Nijiro AAiaRMT —HB, escapes from prison with a beautiful widow from a
high-ranking samurai family and seeks refuge with Takateru. Nijiro expresses his
desire to join Takateru’s gang, but Takateru stipulates that he must present a
tomeijo ¥4 IR (letter of recommendation) within seven days.”® Puzzled, Nijiro
queries how he can produce such a letter. One of Takateru’s students clarifies
that a fomeijo need not be a written missive but may instead be a valuable com-
modity such as gold, silver, or a beautiful woman, demonstrating one’s worth as
a thief. Returning home, Nijiro persuades the widow to assume the role of
tomeifo. Impressed by what he takes to be an alluring “gift,” Takateru welcomes
Nijir6 into the gang. He praises Nijiro by pointing out how the initiate possesses
the eight Confucian virtues (although he actually lists only seven):
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Your talent surpasses my expectations. Although you were captured in a prison,
you found a way to escape. This is “wisdom.” You pitied a framed woman and
saved her. This is “benevolence.” After that, you killed that adulterous couple who
you had a grudge with. This is “bravery.”” Also, although you obtained a beautiful
woman, you did not sell her to the pleasure quarters or rape her yourself. This is
“fidelity.” This is “righteousness.” Furthermore, you brought the woman all the
way here to present her to me as a gift. This is “propriety.” This is “loyalty.” There
is no one in my team who can even follow one of the eight virtuous codes.

Y Aso, Edo bungaku to Shina bungaku, p. 170. The model hete for zomeijo is Chapter 11 of The
Water Margin. When Lin Chong ## wants to join the gang, he is asked to provide a Zomesjo. Zhu
Gui K tells him that he needs to kill a person and bring his head back in three days to prove
his loyalty to the gang;

# Kyokutei Bakin, Kaikan kyoki kyikakuden, p. 452.
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The cynical invocation of the eight Confucian virtues in the narrative echoes
Bakin’s renowned work Ezght Dogs, in which each protagonist embodies one of
these virtues. However, unlike the earnest portrayal in Fight Dogs, the depiction
here is laced with satire and irony. Moreover, Takateru was actually himself de-
ceived by Nijiro, and in fact, none of the actions he ascribes to Nijiro when
praising his supposed virtues turns out to be true.

First, while it is accurate that Nijiro cleverly escapes from prison, he does so by
deceiving and brutally slaughtering the jailer who aided him; therefore, his cun-
ning should not be lauded. Second, Taketeru praises him for kindly saving an
innocent woman, but he is unaware that Nijiroc was himself the thief who de-
ceived and stole all her money in the first place. Third, Nijird does not engage
bravely with the couple against whom he has a grudge, but instead tricks them
into opening the door for him by pretending to be the village head’s errand boy,
whereupon he launches a surprise nighttime attack. As for his fidelity and righ-
teousness, the fourth and fifth virtues, although Nijiro claims to be treating the
woman propetly, he actually forces her into a sexual relationship immediately
following their escape. Finally, regarding the sixth and seventh virtues, while
Nijiro appears to be demonstrating his propriety and loyalty by presenting the
woman as a recommendation letter, his true intention is to ultimately usurp the
gang’s headship himself and eliminate Takateru. In this regard, Nijird6 emerges
as an even more cunning #gokx than Takateru: his intentions and actions are
fundamentally malevolent, yet he artfully portrays himself as a virtuous individual.

The author intentionally frames both Takateru and Nijiro through the lens of
the &yokakn spirit: Takateru is recognized by the local people and the govern-
ment as a noble gentleman, while Nijiro is applauded by Takateru as a man em-
bodying the eight Confucian virtues. However, both characters ultimately harbor
selfish, profit-oriented intentions, suggesting that their feigned virtues only ex-
acerbate the chaos within an already disordered society. Nevertheless, they are
not the root cause of societal degradation. By referring to Zhuangzs’s discussion of
the great thief, Bakin implies that it is in fact the hypocritical Ashikaga shogunate
that bears responsibility for pervasive disorder in the realm.

7. The Ashikaga Shogunate and the Great Thief Metaphor

The usage of #z0kn in Gallants extends beyond its literal meaning of thief or
bandit to encompass the concept of usurpation, particularly in the context of
the Ashikaga shogun, who sets up a puppet emperor in the Northern Court
while effectively himself becoming the actual ruler of Japan. Such disorder at
the highest levels of authority catalyzes systematic social unrest, creating an en-
vironment in which #zoku can thrive. Although kyokakn emerge to confront
them, the persistence of disorder at the level of governance ensures, per the nar-
rative, that #gokx will continue to appear.

Bakin’s interest in exploring the connection between #zok# and usurpation is
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evidenced by his extensive incorporation of episodes featuring the legendary
thief, Zhi. Indeed, Takateru’s speech praising Nijiro’s eight virtues as discussed
above can also be seen as deriving in part from discourse on this Zhi, at least in
a rhetorical sense. It is closely akin to a dialogue on Confucian morality between
two #9z0ku found in Zhuangz’s “Qugie” HiEE (J. “Kyokyo,” Rifling Trunks) sec-
tion. There the text reads:

W2 GERI A B B AE T B A Ee . R mE iz
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One of the Robber Zhi’s followers once asked Zhi, “Does the thief, too, have
a Way?” Zhi replied, “How could he get anywhere if he didn’t have a Way? Mak-
ing shrewd guesses as to how much booty is stashed away in the room is sageli-
ness; being the first one in is bravery; being the last one out is righteousness;
knowing whether or not the job can be pulled off is wisdom; dividing up the
loot fairly is benevolence. No one in the world ever succeeded in becoming a
great thief if he didn’t have all fivel”™*

In “Rifling Trunks,” Zhi humorously delineates the virtues inherent in thievery,
equating aspects of the criminal enterprise with Confucian virtues such as sage-
liness, bravery, righteousness, wisdom, and benevolence. In Gallants, Takateru’s
similar enumeration of Nijiro’s virtues seems to parallel this humorous explora-
tion, emphasizing the fusion of criminality and moral conduct. Although Bakin
suggests that there are eight virtues, in listing these he also divides them into five
groups. Furthermore, the eight virtues in Fight Dogs, which were long established
and were well-known to readers, do not include y# % (Ch. yong, bravery); nor
does the common understanding of the “five eternal verities” in Confucianism
include yz.*" However, both Takateru in Gallants and Zhi in Zhunangzi consider yn
to be one of the canonical Confucian virtues, again confirming the connection
between the two passages.*®

The legend of Zhi is also referenced in Records, in which Sima Qian questions
the meaning of good and evil through his pairing of the infamous Zhi, who was
celebrated by his admirers, and the saintly Bo Yi, who spent his life attempting

*Zhuangzi, Soji Kensai kagi, vol. 4, fol. 2r.

6 Zhuangzi, The Complete Works of Zhuangzs, p. 69.

#'The eight virtues in Eight Dogs are jin 1. (benevolence), gi 5 (righteousness), ¢ ¥l (propri-
ety), chi % (wisdom), shin 15 (fidelity), chi '\ (loyalty), ko % (filial piety), and # ¥ (fraternity).
Walley points out that these virtues are not necessarily a canonical grouping. Bakin’s eight virtues
might be inspired by the traditional Confucian “five eternal verities ([in, g, rei, chi, and shin),”
“four principles (jin, g, rei, and chi),” and “eight forgettings (&4, tei, chii, shin, rei, g, ren B, and chi
HE, the latter two meaning “frugality” and “shame”).” They might also be influenced by the
Eightfold Path of Buddhism. See Walley, Good Dogs, pp. 190-193.

*The inclusion of bravery here might be related to the nature of &ydkakn. As discussed eatliet,
one of the most important qualities defining the &yokaku figure is the evidence of a special brav-
ery.
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to dissuade King Wu from taking the throne but failed. Considering the fact that
Records was one of the main sources Bakin referred to in composing Gallants, it
is quite likely that Bakin drew inspiration from this particular juxtaposition, le-
veraging the Zhi episode to explore the concept of #z0ku.

Moreover, Bakin’s earlier writings indicate his long-standing interest in the
story of Zhi and the treacherous nature of #z0ku. For example, in the last para-
graph of Geppyi kien HIK7T#% (The Miraculous Destiny of Moon and Ice,
1803), he wrote, “Thief Zhi makes jokes of Confucius; Wang Mang -7 is com-
pared to the Duke of Zhou Ji.”* The first half of the sentence refers to another
section of Zbuangzs, in which Confucius himself attempts to confront Zhi in
argument but fails. There Confucius suggests that Zhi might become a great
man if he were to quit thievery, but Zhi refutes him, pointing out that lords are
no different from #z0ku, killing people at will as they do in the name of benev-
olence and righteousness. The second half highlights the similarity between the
Duke of Zhou, a paradigmatic loyal minister in Chinese history who suffered
from baseless gossip, and the usurper figure of Wang Mang, who only pretended
to be humble and kind until he was able to carry out his planned treason. This
comparison underscores Bakin’s exploration of the blurred lines between good
and evil in a world of moral decline, as well as the connections between #zokn
and usurper. Elsewhere in “Rifling Trunks,” Zhuangzi offers a similar view:

Weoi s e iko GEIH G, BEZMMIRARE. ARIEG R,
(i) CEE A BT £5 8, RNzt

He who steals a belt buckle pays with his life; he who steals a state gets to be
a feudal lord—and we all know that benevolence and righteousness are to be
found at the gates of the feudal lords. Is this not a case of stealing benevolence
and righteousness and the wisdom of the sage? . . . This piling up of profits for
Robber Zhi to the point where nothing can deter him—this is all the fault of
the sage!®!

Zhuangzi critiques the moral ambiguity inherent in governance and the appro-
priation of moral codes by usurpers. By equating the actions of usurpers with
those of thieves, Zhuangzi highlights the perversion of morality and the com-
plicity of sages in enabling such usurpations.

The use of #z0ku as a metaphor for usurper is explicit in Gallants, too, partic-
ularly in the context of the Ashikaga shoguns. In the third installment of Gu/-
lants, Kurohime JU/N#%, a Daoist immortal character who assists the protago-
nists, presents a discourse on the history of the Nanbokucho period that
highlights this metaphorical interpretation, depicting the first three Ashikaga

¥ Kyokutei Bakin, “Geppyo kien,” p. 104. ##h, L1280, EFF. FRIZLT,

0 Zhuangzi, Sji Kensai kggi, vol. 4, fol. 4t. Sima Qian also cited this section in “The Biographies
of the Wandering Knights™ in Records.

' Zhuangzi, The Complete Works of Zbunangzi, p. 70.
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shoguns as usurpers who seized power like thieves. In particular, she points out
how Ashikaga Takauji RFJELE (1305-1358), the first Ashikaga shogun, along
with his son and successor Ashikaga Yoshinari JEFI2E7E (1330-1367),% simply
pretended to be loyal to the emperor because they did not want to be called
koknzoku EIB (state thieves).* Similarly, she criticizes Ashikaga Yoshimitsu EF5%
{iti (1358-1408), the third shogun, for his interest in taking the Three Sacred
Treasures from the emperor like “a thief sneaking into people’s houses™ (sen’yu
no nusubito %7 D #5).>* The Three Sacred Treasures being unambiguous symbols
of imperial power, Yoshimitsu’s desire for them signifies his transition from
mere thief to full-fledged usurper.

The examples above cleatly establish a connection in Bakin’s eyes between the
great thief metaphor and the Ashikaga shoguns. His narrative further explores
this connection through the female protagonist Komahime #iEEff, also a
kyokaku character, and her quest for revenge against Yoshimitsu and Yoshimo-
chi #&#¥, respectively the third and fourth Ashikaga shoguns. Ultimately Koma-
hime succeeds in assassinating Yoshimitsu, but her attempt to kill Yoshimochi is
thwarted. Yoshimochi, moreover, though allowing her to escape, takes the pre-
caution of assigning a retainer to secretly watch her movements: should she
show any sign of rebellion, she is to be immediately captured and put to death.
In other wotds, confined to her residence and under surveillance, Komahime is
given no further chance to kill Yoshimochi.

Furthermore, the story is set in the 1400s and 1410s, meaning that if Yoshimochi
were to be killed at this point in the narrative, it would contradict his actual death
in 1428, and thereby immediately betray the fictional nature of the story. Bakin,
who cited a large number of historical sources to construct a sense of veracity,
would have found such an obvious mistake intolerable. If, however, Yoshimochi
himself is to remain out of reach, how can Komahime enact her revenge? Bakin
ingeniously navigates this narrative challenge by introducing in Takateru a surro-
gate for the shogun, providing the lady &yokakn with another opportunity to pur-
sue her vengeance.

Takateru leads his gang members to break into Komahime’s residence and steal
the gold she had received from Emperor Gokameyama 2 &.111. The significance

*The most common pronunciation of F%i% is Yoshiakira, but in Gallants, Bakin glosses it as
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Yoshinari. In volume two, Bakin leaves a note explaining why he chooses Yoshinari: 32 OH1
VA ER PN ER VAR g
KFRIINT Y /) 5, X—FUII v T7F 7§, ]I - BB OTFHRIZHIN, [Fillva
tr va ¥ A
ML EZ &M, BICHEDFEHIUL, ENT TSV RDRL, (36 is glossed as Yoshinori in
Taibeiki (Chronicle of Great Peace). Another possibility is Yoshiakira. Since one finds [the
names| ##L (Yoshinori) and #03 (Yoshiaki) in later generations [of the Ashikaga clan], it seems
questionable [for his name] to have the same reading. Given that 7% has ¥t as one of its mean-
ings, then, the actual pronunciation ought to be “Yoshinari”). See Kyokutei Bakin, Kazkan kyiki
kyokafkuden, p. 200.
33 Kyokutei Bakin, Kaikan kyoki kyokakuden, p. 307.
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of the gold is similar to that of the Three Sacred Treasures, representing impe-
rial power threatened by the Ashikaga shogunate, here embodied by Takateru.
Komahime’s residence thus serves as a metaphorical stronghold of imperial au-
thority, containing and defending the imperial power against external threats.
Keith McMahon uses the term “containment” to describe “the ideology of the
control of desire, and more concretely, [for] the containing aspects of physical
things such as walls.”® The impetial power should by all rights be securely con-
tained in the residence, but as “cracks” spread in the walls of said container var-
ious “doors” and “windows” open up, allowing those on the outside to have
their peek within. And when the treasure once concealed inside is thus exposed,
desire is aroused.

The confrontation between Komahime and Takateru serves as a symbolic bat-
tle between the emperor and the shogun for the legitimacy of rulership over Ja-
pan. Although most of the gang members are killed in the battle, Takateru man-
ages to escape, and the text says, “Though like a bird wounded by an arrow, only
Takateru escaped—an example of slipping through the loophole in the heavenly
net.””® This outcome underscores the precariousness of imperial power and the
persistence of danger. There is, moreover, the following episode to consider,
which implies that Komahime in actual fact failed to protect the residence.

When Takateru returns home, he meets Nijird, who had not been harmed in
the previous night’s fight. Nijiro tells Takateru that he had managed to sneak into
Komahime’s living room and steal a black treasure box with the &ikusui %j7K pat-
tern, the family crest of the Kusunoki clan. Thereafter he escaped secretly
through a dog door. Inside the treasure box, Nijird found several clan flags, var-
ious imperial rescripts from the emperor of the Southern Court, and some doc-
uments and letters written by Komahime’s own ancestors. Nijiro intends to use
one of these letters in forging a letter of rebellion, in order to frame Komahime
for treason.

Njjiro, the man praised by Takateru for possessing the eight virtues, thus
emerges as another great #z0kx within the narrative, showcasing his cunning and
resilience in outsmarting both Komahime and Takateru. As it turns out, his
scheme goes on to be exposed, and the schemer is punished by having his face
tattooed. Nonetheless, he finds some way into the service of a high-ranking sa-
murai, and at the end of the work’s fourth installment, he is still on the run and
with plans to kill more people. Because Bakin failed to finish the Gallants series,
we can never know what he intended to happen to Nijito later in the story.”

> Ibid., p. 313.
% McMahon, Cansality and Containment, p. 2. .
* Kyokutei Bakin, Kaikan kyoki kyikakuden, p. 474. FFi-
M » 2 ) !
BRI LB E S R0 B,
*"In the fifth volume, Nijir6 has a change of heart and decides to help Komahime before his
death. However, because this volume was written by Hiromichi, Nijiro’s intervention in this di-
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However, the unfinished text as it stands allows this great #goku seemingly to
escape forever, a conclusion well in line with the famous saying from Zbhuangz::
“Until the sage is dead, great thieves will never cease to appeat.””>®

This great foz0ku metaphor serves as a critique of the Ashikaga shogunate’s
usurpation of imperial authority, as represented by Komahime’s struggle against
Takateru and Nijird. Despite Komahime’s victories over both Yoshimitsu and
Takateru, her failure in the case of Yoshimochi and Nijird underscores Bakin’s
pessimistic assessment of the &ydkaks’s ability to restore peace for the populace,
or to rectify the disordered hierarchy of governance. While Bakin’s narrative uni-
verse may appear ostensibly to offer its readers something of a utopian allure, in
other words, subtle undertones within his work serve to expose the undetlying
dystopian realities that pervade his fictional construct.”” The ideal &yikaku, who
as agent of good represents the people’s hopes for justice, is thus ironically
proven to be merely fictional, while the great fz0ku figure, symbolizing the op-
pressive and hypocritical nature of the shogunate, seems perpetually to elude
capture.

8. Conclusion

This article explores the construction of the &yokakn and fozoku archetypes
within Bakin’s Lives of the Gallants. In a chaotic world where virtues such as be-
nevolence and righteousness have become obsolete, the Ashikaga shogunate
usurps the emperor’s ruling power, positioning itself as the actual, though illegit-
imate, ruler of Japan. The emergence of such a great thief at the pinnacle of
society gives rise to numerous petty thieves, further exacerbating societal confu-
sion. In this context, the gyokakn emerge as symbols of hope for the oppressed,
bravely protecting the general public and confronting both ordinary #z0kx and
the Ashikaga shogunate itself. Within the narrative, however, gyokakn are often
misrecognized as #6zoku because of the need to conceal their true identities, and
from an extra-narrative standpoint, they are revealed to be every bit as fictional
as the genre to which they belong. Thus, even as Gullants offers readers a mirage
of hope, it hints subtly at the underlying realities that cruelly undermine this
hope.

Bakin’s work stands as a pivotal example of early modern Japanese popular lit-
erature’s ability to engage with complex moral and ethical questions. His por-
trayal of the kyokaku figure highlights the anti-tyranny impulse latent among the
oppressed, illustrating the potential to repurpose Confucianism—originally en-
dorsed by the ruling class to maintain social hierarchy—as an effective means for

rection should not be taken as representing Bakin’s original plan.

8 Zhuangzi, The Complete Works of Zhuangzi, p. 70. AL, KiEAIE. Zhuangzi, Soji Kensai
kogi, vol. 4, fol. 3v.

¥ Bakin’s other wotks such as Eight Dogs also provide readers with a fictional utopia and a his-
torical reality. See Walley, Good Dags, pp. 344-346.
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challenging that very structure. The enduring popularity of Gullants, evidenced by
its influence on modern writers and literati, underscores the timeless appeal of
its themes and the gyokakx spirit. The work’s impact extends moreover beyond
literature, influencing cultural expressions in genres such as manga, historical
dramas, and yakuza films, demonstrating the versatility and lasting significance
of the kyokakn concept. As Gallants continues to inspire reinterpretations and
adaptations, I hope further research will be conducted to deepen our under-
standing of its development and cultural significance.
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