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Abstract

The Adoption System in the Heian Period:
A Focus on the Tenth and Eleventh Centuries

HU JIE

The adoption system in the Heian period was closely intertwined with the government’s
official system. Unlike the Tang dynasty society, where adoption primarily served the purpose of the
inheriting ancestor rituals, and later Japanese society, where it focused on the inheritance of family
lines, adoption in the Heian period was for the purpose of acquiring privileges through the paternal
on’i system, which bestowed favor on descendants of prominent officials and secured support for
promotions. Therefore, a noteworthy practice emerged whereby multiple sons were offered for
adoption to close relatives in order to increase the number of sons assuming high-ranking positions,
while high-ranking officials themselves adopted children from their close relatives. Although the two
primary purposes of adoption were conferring high-ranking positions through the “influence” (o7)
of the paternal lineage and facilitating swift promotion in official rank, it is important to highlight
the distinct characteristics unique to this time period.

Keywords: adopted son, adoptive father, On’i system, Kagyo



