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SUMMARY

The Representational History of Xiao:
Why Is Longevity Celebrated?

Ayumi SHIGENOBU

This study examines how the Confucian concept of xiao (2, filial piety)
has been historically represented, with special attention to the role of longevity.
While xiao was traditionally understood as devotion and service to one’s par-
ents, in late imperial China and Tokugawa Japan it came to incorporate the idea
that “to live long is to embody filial piety” By comparing Chinese institutions of
elder recognition with Japanese health-preservation thought, this paper clarifies
how longevity became integrated into filial ethics.

In China, longevity was institutionalized through systems such as the shou-
guan (735 ) and shoumin (##[X ). Codified in the Da Qing huidian shili, these
rewarded the elderly, especially centenarians, with honors and stipends. Such
practices went beyond welfare, casting long-lived individuals as renrui — aus-
picious omens — and symbols of imperial benevolence. Longevity thus became
politicized as a marker of virtue, parallel to the recognition of filial exemplars.

In Japan, longevity was linked to filial ethics through didactic texts and
health discourse. Works such as Koko orai (F#47H:2%) emphasized preserving
health as a filial duty, while Kaibara Ekiken’s Yojokun (#&/EF)l) argued that the
body, bestowed by Heaven and parents, must be protected through self-cultiva-
tion. The Tokugawa shogunate further promoted xiao through the Rikuyu (55
i) and their Japanese adaptation, reinforcing elder care and natural lifespan as
moral imperatives.

Comparatively, China framed longevity as a political symbol of imperial
virtue, while Japan emphasized its ethical role in personal cultivation and house-
hold order. The association of longevity with filial piety was thus a historically
contingent phenomenon, shaped by differing cultural and institutional contexts.



