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7\People and Cities in History

Kuge

The Kuge were an aristocratic class that served the Emperor
and the Imperial Court during the pre-modern period. They
continued to exist in Kyoto as a special class for around 800
years. They existed from the establishment of the status in the
10th century (Heian period) to the 19th century (Edo period) .

Warrior forces in the early 12th century established a new
public authority: the Buke. Kuge became the generic name for
palace officials and other higher-classed courtiers. The highest-
ranking Kuge families became regent houses and dominated
court politics by serving as regents and chief councilors to the
Emperor.

In the late Edo period (the bakumatsu) there were 138 Kuge
houses; however, after the Meiji Restoration, Kuge society was
for all purposes disbanded as the capital was relocated to Tokyo.
The majority of Kuge families were transferred to the status of
nobles (kazoku) and the Kuge status itself disappeared.

The Kuge were responsible for the development of the courtly
culture of the Heian period known as kokufiu of which The Tale
of Genji, the Kokin Wakashii and Shinden-zukuri architecture
are all representative. They also contributed to the development
of traditional culture such as gagaku music, Waka poetry and
Sado (the tea ceremony), which continue to this day.

Bushi

The Bushi (often known as Samurai) were a martial
population that excelled in the fighting arts, such as fencing
(kemjutsu), archery (kyigutsu) and horsemanship (bajutsu).
From the Heian period to the Edo period the Bushi served the
Imperial Court for around 700 years, and from the Kamakura
period until the late Edo period they were the rulers of Japan.

The Bushi were initially charged with the protection of, and
suppression of conflict among, the Emperor and the aristocratic
classes. However, with their increasing military strength, the
Bushi overturned society based upon aristocratic rule. While
maintaining the symbolic value of the court, they established
military government (bakufu) and were the leaders of Japanese
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20\ Challenges for Contemporary Society

Low Birthrate

The combination of a diminishing number of children and an
aging population is a serious social problem that currently
plagues many developed countries, including Japan. One of the
main causes of this phenomenon is the recent tendency for
people to marry later or stay single, which causes a decrease in
the total number of children being born. Other causes include
the increasing costs of child rearing and tuition fees for
education.

According to official data of the Ministry of Health, Labor and
Welfare of Japan, 2005 was the first year when the number of
births dropped below the 1,100,000 figure, and the decreasing
tendency continues in the present. It is said that the most
important consequence of the low birthrate will be a negative
influence on the work force, thus affecting the country’s potential
for growth.

As the media have been reporting recently, among the
measures meant to counter the low birthrate are the
construction of new facilities for children, parental leave
expansion, a support system for couples where both spouses
work, and support for women to return to the workplace after
childbirth.

Marginal Villages

In recent years, as a result of the low birthrate and of the
rapidly aging population, “marginal villages” (genkai shiraku)
has become a term often used in media reports. A “marginal
village” is a community close to its social limits, where more
than 50% of the population consists of elderly people over 65 and
where it has become difficult to hold various ceremonies and
rituals — such as marriages and funerals — that are
indispensable for coexistence within the community.

Most of the marginal villages are isolated on remote islands or
in mountainous areas. This is a very serious problem that
Japanese society is facing, because in these areas young people
migrate to the city in search of employment, schools and health
care institutions are merged or even closed down, and there is
an acute shortage of labor for agriculture and industry.
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