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The Confucian Connections of Kuchisake-Onna: The Slit-Mouthed Woman 
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Kuchisake-Onna is a relatively modern Japanese urban legend, which originated in what is now Tokyo, 

Japan. For reasons that I will develop below, this legend has been particularly well-developed within Japanese 

society, and thanks to modern media, has developed countless retellings and variants through movies, live-action 

TV shows, and Japanese comics (known as manga). Kuchisake-Onna could be said to have the same sort of social 

status as the Bloody Mary or Ouija Board urban legends in the United States. Throughout this paper, I will argue that 

the implications of the Kuchisake-Onna legend have deep roots in Japanese society, and can be traced back to the 

Confucian values that were imported into Japanese culture from China many centuries ago. Although structuralist 

interpretation may be applied to this legend to explore how its social context has changed the issues raised through 

time, I will argue that Kuchisake-Onna can be primarily understood within the functionalist interpretation schemes 

of mythological philosophers such as Bronisław Malinowski. Kuchisake-Onna challenges the informed reader of the 

myth to question and explore the prescribed Confucian values that underlay both the Japanese and the larger East 

Asian society in which it is told. 

The earliest known variant of this myth comes from the Edo Period, which lasted from 1603 – 1868. Edo is 

the former name of what is now Tokyo, and became the new capital of Japan under the rule of Ieyasu Tokugawa. 

The basic legend is as follows: 

There was once a samurai who married a woman of great beauty. Because of his 
wife’s great beauty, the samurai became increasingly suspicious of her fidelity 
towards him; the thought that she may have attracted other lovers while he was 
unaware filled his heart with growing bitterness and jealousy. One day, the thought 
of possible betrayal was more than he could continue to bear. He waited for her, and 
upon her return, he took out his katana, cut her across the face, and berated her in 
his great anger: “Who will think you are beautiful now?” The katana’s slash has left 
her mouth cut from ear to ear, which enables her jaw to hang impossibly low. It is 
not stated whether or not this attack is fatal, but the woman eventually comes back 
as a malicious spirit to haunt the residents of Edo. She is seen covering her face with 
the sleeve of her kimono to hide her disfiguring scar.  

Urban legends are modern, fictional stories that are told as actual truth – often to convey a moral lesson. 

They are generally passed down orally, although they have also exploded into new electronic media through the 

advent of the internet. Urban legends sometimes turn out to be based on an actual historical occurrence, but are 

oftentimes developed to suit their purpose. These legends are built on the idea of mutual trust between the hearer 

and the teller. Urban legends are often told between friends or close acquaintances, which is a key part of what gives 

them their power and dissemination into larger society. It is possible that this could play an important part in a more 

community-oriented society such as Japan. The legend of Kuchisake-Onna, although relatively recent in origin, 

comes forth from much older and deeper cultural values of Japanese society – particularly those borrowed from 

Chinese Confucianism. Japanese culture came to the full fruition of what can now be recognized as typically 

Japanese culture at around the 12thcentury; prior to this time, Japanese emissaries had traveled to China and brought 

back much of the aesthetic, philosophical, and sociological aspects of what they learned. These cultural aspects were 

incorporated into Japanese culture, and values from which Confucianism became the most sociologically important. 

The most important aspects of Confucian thought were mutual fidelity and respect towards both ones superiors, 

and those in a lower position of hierarchy for which one was responsible. Order was the foundationally important 
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aspect of society, and all measures were prescribed to ensure the smooth operation and stability of society. It was 

not appropriate for one to step outside of their proper social boundaries, as one Japanese proverb well states: “The 

nail that sticks out gets hammered down.” The value of order can be illustrated in Chinese history through the 

dynastic system, and modern Chinese government that have taken drastic steps to ensure the smooth operation of 

society – suppression of sedition, seditious literature, and any general threat to the order of government and society. 

At this point, I would be wise to consider that our American Democratic ideals of government should not 

necessarily influence our assessment of this Chinese method of rule. The acceptable bodies of power and methods 

of government we hold to as essential today were not in existence either in practice or in concept at this period in 

Chinese history. Although no time or place is immune from dishonest gain, it would not necessarily be wise to 

association the word “order” and “control” with their subtle, modern potentially suspicious connotations. It is 

interesting to note that Confucius (551 – 479BC) claimed not necessarily to be the inventor of new ideas, but merely 

one who passed down the ideals for which the fathers of Chinese culture held to themselves. If this claim is true, 

then ancient, foundational power of these values can be clearly seen. Despite more relaxed standards of personal 

expression and social relationships in recent generations of Japanese individuals, these cultural values still remain 

very powerful within Japanese society. 

The legend of Kuchisake-Onna has become more developed in its recent variations. A common modern 

variant is as follows:  

Not so long ago, a young businessman was out celebrating with his colleagues at the 
success of a recent business deal. This would almost certainly guarantee them 
promotion within the company. The late night celebration drew on, when the young 
businessman noticed a beautiful woman sitting by herself. She had perfect black hair, 
and was wearing white clothes. She wore a surgical mask over her mouth, which is 
common in Japan during times of sickness or high pollen.  

The young businessman, who was feeling more brave than usual thanks to the 
excessive amount of sake he had consumed, sat down next to the woman, and 
bought her a drink that she never touched. After spending some time rambling to 
her about his recent success, she subtlety suggested that they go to a private bar she 
knew of down the street.  

As the couple was walking down the alley, she stopped and looked into his eyes. 
“Am I beautiful?” the woman asked, with her voice muffled behind the mask. “Very 
beautiful,” the businessman replied. The woman repeated her question, reaching 
behind her head to remove her mask. The young businessman was about to reply, 
but could only look in speechless terror as the woman revealed her face – which was 
disfigured by a cut that reached from ear to ear. The woman pulls out either a knife 
or a large pair of scissors and chases the man down the alley. He was never heard 
from again. 

There are also other variants of this myth involving college students, children, lone taxi drivers, and take 

place in many settings. “Am I beautiful?” is the foundational question of every variant of this myth, and it illustrates 

the cultural values in which this myth is engaged. An answer of “Yes, you are beautiful” or “No, you are not 

beautiful” will result in certain death from the woman. No variant of the myth allows for the possibility of escape. 

In some variants of the myth, the woman even possesses super-human speed. The only way to escape confrontation 

from Kuchisake-Onna is to give a neutral answer: “No, you are average. Just like everyone else.” This question and 

answer illustrate the foundational cultural values in which this myth is built upon: “How much can I stand out 

before it’s not okay anymore?” 
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The fact that Kuchisake-Onna becomes an immortal spirit after her death or murder does have some 

implications for how “Am I beautiful?” relates to larger society. The question of proper social behavior and 

hierarchy is rooted in the foundational periods of Chinese society. As the dynastic system developed, as well as the 

larger social system, codes of behavior were developed and enforced from emperor to administrator, administrator 

to head of household, head of household to family, and friend to friend. Kuchisake-Onna is immortal because the 

question she asks and the issues she raises are immortal. The woman will not be silenced, and will return even after 

death. 

I would suggest that it is necessary to incorporate a measure of structuralist interpretation into this myth to 

explore the varying cultural contexts in which this myth has developed over time. The following table illustrates the 

varying elements in both the older and more recent variations of the myth: 

Key Myth Recent Variations 

Jealous husband Businessman, college male student, lone male taxi driver 

Woman covering mouth with sleeve Woman covering mouth with surgical mask 

Husband initiates violent act Woman initiates violent act 

Male figure dominant  Female receives action Female figure dominant  Male receives action 

Man raises question of woman’s beauty Female raises question of her own beauty 

Violence committed with “masculine” weapon Violence committed with “feminine” object 

 

 It is possible that these variations within the variants of this myth can illustrate the changing context in 

which this myth is being told. The question, “Am I beautiful?” is always the same, but the reasons for which it is 

being asked do change throughout time. It is possible that these changing factors can illustrate the issue of ones 

place in society by focusing on the place of the female within each one of these stories, and the results of her beauty. 

The changing role of a woman’s agency in Japanese culture can be illustrated by the comparing the elements of 

these myths. The issue of woman’s agency is a single issue that serves to illustrate the larger issue of proper place 

and behavior within larger society.  

In the oldest myth, the issue of beauty is raised by the jealous husband. This period of Japanese history was 

very much male-dominated (Japan still is today, although it has become slightly more relaxed). The woman’s beauty 

raises a gradual suspicion with the husband; he becomes suspicious of her fidelity in their marriage relationship. By 

becoming jealous, and later acting out in violence, he acknowledges the power of his wife’s beauty. The woman’s 

beauty has power, and this power is able to undermine their husband and wife relationship. The myth never states 

whether or not there is evidence to support the husband’s suspicion, but it is not likely that any would have been 

needed. The weapon used in the key variant is also indicative of masculine power. The katana was only used by men 

within the samurai class. Not only was it restricted to masculine use, but a specific class of men – only those who 

had been born into the hereditary class. After the samurai class became well-established in Japanese society all 

people who were less than the class of Samurai were required to bow at a samurai’s passing. Failure to do this 

almost certainly could result in immediate execution by a stroke of the katana. For such a powerful person to be 

threatened by the beauty of a woman would certainly have been unnerving.  

In the modern variants, an interesting exchange occurs. The woman, Kuchisakke-Onna, becomes the dominant 

figure, and the male figure’s presence is greatly reduced or eliminated altogether. No longer is the jealous husband 

the initiator of violence, but the woman becomes the one with the power to decide life or death. I would suggest 

that this is an indication of the changed roles of gender in Japanese society. There is insufficient space to fully 

develop the history of female gender in Japanese society, but, much like in the U.S.A. during the feminist movement, 
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female roles in Japanese society have also been questioned over recent decades. Women are now able to hold 

legitimate positions within a company, rather than only be required to serve tea and manage the office. The woman 

is questioning her role in modern Japanese society, much like Kuchisake-Onna asks, “Am I beautiful?” in the 

modern variant of the myth. Woman is questioning her own beauty, and her own agency within society. The object 

of violence, the knife or the scissors, are household items, which would traditionally be said to be feminine. What is 

feminine has now become a threatening force in Japanese society, and has the potential to threaten order: “No. You 

are average. Just like everyone else,” is the normalizing answer to the threat of woman’s beauty, and the only way to 

keep life and order. 

I do believe that the elements of the story, when compared to their historical social context, could be used to 

back up these claims. I would suggest that the best interpretation of this story is a functional approach as proposed 

by Malinowski. Although a Straussian analysis may certainly be used to engage with how the “Am I beautiful?” 

question has been asked in different times and contexts, the foundational question and issue raised are the same 

throughout every variant, regardless of the time period they came from. The story serves the function of prescribing 

certain accepted and proper values within society regarding how one should consider themselves in relation to larger 

society, or at least start the process of thinking about them. The consequences of breaking the order are shown to 

be unquestionably devastating. The woman was too beautiful, and therefore stood out. In the original variant, this 

exceptional beauty aroused the husband’s suspicion, jealousy, and violent actions. In modern variants, it results in 

drastic consequences to the one who gives the wrong answer to the foundational question. In traditional East Asian 

culture, disorder is the most undesirable state in which a society can enter into. When this order is disrupted, the 

foundational value of society is shaken loose. 

On an interesting note, there are some supposed records in a Japanese mortuary that state a woman was killed 

in 1979 after being hit by a car while chasing children, her’s or someone else’s, across a street. She didn’t see the car 

coming, and the injuries caused by the incident dislocated her jaw and tore the skin covering her mouth, causing her 

jaw to hang unnaturally low as she was taken away by ambulance personnel. Not too long afterward, police patrols 

were increased and teachers were required to see that their students arrived safely home. It was claimed that there 

had been sightings of a woman with an ear-to-ear Glasgow Smile injury to her face.  □ 
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