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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

  

There is a distinctive concept in Japan called kegare, which translates into 

English as "impurity."  This concept began in ancient times, and was widely 

prevalent then.  The concept of kegare developed uniquely in Japan, and heavily 

influenced Japanese culture, philosophy, history, and religion.  Various 

regulations pertaining to this concept were not repealed until 1873.  Shi-e is a 

type of kegare that is produced by death, which translates into English as "death 

impurity."  Shi-e along with "blood impurity" and "childbirth impurity" are types of 

kegare, but shi-e is the most serious kind of kegare. 

 The concept of impurity was common in primitive societies, not only in 

Japan but also in other countries around the world.  For example, in the Bible, 

Leviticus 5.2-3 states,  

"If any one touches an unclean thing, whether the carcass of an unclean beast or 
a carcass of unclean cattle or a carcass of unclean swarming things, and it is 
hidden from him, and he had become unclean, he shall be guilty.  Or if he 
touches human uncleanness, of whatever sort the uncleanness may be with 
which one becomes unclean, and it is hidden from him, when he comes to know 
it he shall be guilty [Lindsell 1952:150]."  

 

Unclean and touching uncleanness as stated above can be compared to kegare 

and syoku-e, which means "touching kegare."  Another example is the concept 

called tittu in Hinduism, a concept that can be compared to kegare.  People in 
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southern India have a negative reaction to tittu.  They loath and abhor it, and they 

believe that the following things are a source of tittu; corpses, sperm, blood that 

is associated with childbirth, menstruation, circumcision, etc. [Sekine 1995:110].  

In her book, Purity and Danger, the author, Mary Douglas, discusses the 

essentials of impurity.  Her attempt to explain this complex concept brought her 

recognition in the field of anthropology, and she points out that primitive culture is 

"pollution-prone" [Douglas 1966:74]. 

 The purpose of this book is to emphasize the importance of the shi-e 

concept in understanding Japanese culture and to study the social influence of 

the concept on Japanese people.  In Chapter 2, kegare and shi-e will be defined 

and examined; background information will be provided.  In Chapter 3, the 

relationship between shi-e and Japanese religions, i.e. Shintoism, Buddhism, and 

Onmyoo-doo, will be discussed.  In Chapter 4, the origin of the kegare and shi-e 

concepts will be examined using various hypotheses about impurity provided by 

anthropologists and historians.  In Chapter 5, I discuss when the shi-e concept 

began in Japan, and my own hypothesis pertaining to the date when shi-e began 

will be presented.  In Chapter 6, the historical development of the shi-e concept 

will be examined from three perspectives: (1) shi-e in Japanese mythology, (2) 

transformation of the shi-e concept in the Asuka and Nara periods, and (3) 

development of the shi-e concept in the Heian period.  In Chapter 7, the influence 

of the shi-e concept on ancient Japanese society will be studied, and I 

hypothesize that shi-e is one of the reasons for the amalgamation of Shintoism 
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and Buddhism.  In Chapter 8, shi-e in the Edo period and the modern age will be 

examined. Finally, in Chapter 9, the influence of the shi-e concept on 

contemporary Japanese society will be discussed.  
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CHAPTER 2 

KEGARE AND SHI-E: DEFINITION 

 

2.1 Kegare 

 A ban or an inhibition resulting from a social custom or an emotional 

aversion is called a taboo.  In Japan, kegare was an abominable taboo, and 

Japanese people made every possible effort to avoid the kegare taboo.  People 

had to avoid kegare so that they could maintain their cleanliness and purity.  Not 

having kegare was crucial because kami, Japanese deities, were believed to find 

kegare abhorrent.  Therefore, a person who carried kegare was forbidden to 

enter sacred places such as shrines, the Imperial Palace, and so forth.  

 Having contact with kegare is called syoku-e, which translates into English 

as "touching kegare."  Syoku-e had to be avoided at all costs because kegare 

was considered contagious as if it were an infectious disease.  Not only by direct 

physical contact, but also by handling objects, such as food, water, fire, etc., it 

was believed that kegare could be transmitted.  Furthermore, it was also believed 

that kegare could be transmitted from person to person up to three times.  This 

belief was recorded in Engishiki, a text written in 905, which contained religious 

regulations.  Engishiki states that a person, such as “Mr. X" and his family 

members will catch kegare if “Mr. X" sits in the house of “Mr. W" who initially 

contracted kegare.  “Mr. Y”, who sits in the house of “Mr. X” can also catch 
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kegare but “Mr. Y's" family members will not catch kegare.  Any other person, 

such as “Mr. Z" will not catch kegare even if he sits in the house of the “Mr. Y." 

This three-fold transmission of kegare was called san-ten, which means "three 

rolls” [Tsujimoto 1999:47].  Since kegare was considered contagious, people had 

to be extremely careful not to accidentally catch kegare from others.  

 Kegare had multiple aspects.  It could occur because of death, pregnancy, 

childbirth, miscarriage, menstruation, injury, illness, deformity and so forth.  

Various actions, such as murder, digging or moving graves, incest, other 

antisocial sexual conduct, etc. were also believed to produce kegare.  

Furthermore, eating certain kinds of food, such as animal meat, garlic, leek, 

green onion, etc. could result in kegare.  Although all of the above could lead to 

kegare, the following three types of kegare were considered the most dreadful: 

(1) shi-e, which means "death impurity," (2) ketsu-e, which means "blood 

impurity," (3) san-e, which means "childbirth impurity” [Monma 1997:193].  

 Although this book mainly deals with the shi-e type of kegare, the other 

two impurities, blood and childbirth impurity, will also be discussed in this 

chapter.  These two kinds of kegare are especially important today and provide 

us with concrete examples that the kegare concept still has a major influence on 

the psychology and behavior of Japanese people. 

 Childbirth impurity was clearly linked to blood impurity because women 

shed a lot of blood at childbirth.  Blood impurity was associated with women 
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because of menstruation.  Therefore, these two kinds of impurity led to the 

prejudice that women are impure.   

In ancient Japanese society, however, women were not considered 

impure.  On the contrary, women were considered to be closer to kami than were 

men.  A Chinese historian wrote a detailed account about Japanese society in 

the third century A. D.  This account states that there were approximately thirty 

small principalities in Japan and one of those, Yamatai, united many of the other 

principalities in order to form a political alliance.  Himiko was the queen of 

Yamatai at that time, and she established diplomatic relations with China as the 

ruler of Japan.  Many Japanese historians regard her as a kind of oracle or 

medium who could make contact with kami.  Himiko had a special ability to 

contact high spirits, and this was believed to grant her legitimacy as the ruler of 

Japan [Inoue 1973:204]. 

 Women with extraordinary spirituality played several important roles in 

ancient Japanese society.  Kojiki, the oldest written Japanese text, relates 

various accounts about those women, e.g. Empress Jinguu, Princess 

Iitoyonoiratsume, etc.  According to those accounts, Empress Jinguu was 

possessed by kami when she and her husband, Emperor Chuuai, went to 

Kyushu.  She gave the emperor a divine message stating that he should lead an 

expedition to subdue Shiragi, a country on the Korean Peninsula.  Because 

Emperor Chuuai did not believe this divine message, he endured divine 

punishment and died [Tsugita 1980:182].  Princess Iitoyonoiratsume was 
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unmarried and had extraordinary spiritual powers; she temporarily ascended the 

throne of Japan after the death of Emperor Buretsu [Tsugita 1984:148].   

 Initially, women with exceptional spiritual powers could rule but, over time, 

these women were gradually denied political power.  This began to occur during 

the establishment of the Yamato dynasty and with the expansion of armies (See 

Note Number 1).  Their religious authority was progressively less highly valued, 

and their political roles were diminished.  Their role changed from being rulers to 

being supportive of the ruler [Inoue 1998:41].  Also, at the same time that their 

role was changing, the kegare concept was achieving prominence and spreading 

among emperors and noblemen.  The concept of blood impurity created 

prejudice against women.  Kazuteru Okiura presumes that this changeover 

occurred in the 14th century [Okiura 1999:191]. 

In the 14th century, the Buddhist sutra ketsubon-kyoo (a precept of 

Buddhism or a discourse by Buddha) was introduced to Japan from China.  A 

dialogue between a disciple of Buddha and a demon occurs and explains the 

reason why women are considered impure enough to be tortured in hell after 

death.  According to this sutra, as women shed a lot of blood when they give 

birth, this blood permeates the earth and rivers, which results in diffusion of the 

blood impurity (See Note Number 2) [Miyata 1996:126].  Moreover, other folk 

stories in the 19th century state that women are sinful and impure by nature 

[Okiura 1999:196].  These stories were widely published by several Buddhist 
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temples, and they spread the prejudice against women based on the kegare 

concept (See Note Number 3).  

 Discrimination against women based on the kegare concept still exists in 

Japan.  For example, the following institutions traditionally exclude women, who 

are believed to carry kegare, in order to maintain their purity and cleanliness: the 

Noh stage, dohyo (Japanese wrestling ring), the pageants of the Gion festival, 

certain shrines and temples, and so forth (See Note Number 4).  When Ms. 

Moriyama, the former Chief Secretary of the Cabinet, proposed that she be 

allowed to give the Prime Minister's Prize to the 1990 Sumoo champion, the 

Japan Sumoo Association maintained that it is against Japanese tradition to 

allow a woman to stand in the wrestling ring.  The Association rejected her 

proposal.  From the view of kegare, women are so impure that Ms. Moriyama 

would pollute the sacred dohyo.  Because of this belief, Ms. Oota, the Governor 

of Osaka, was again refused permission to step on a dohyo; she had proposed 

that she be the person to give the Governor's Prize to the 2000 Sumoo grand 

champion in the Osaka Sumoo tournament. 

 

2.2 Shi-e 

 Shi-e, i.e. death impurity is probably the most important component of 

kegare.  According to Engishiki, a person who carried the shi-e had to be 

secluded from others for thirty days so that the shi-e may not contaminate others.  

In contrast, a woman carrying childbirth impurity needed to be secluded for just 
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seven days.  Since the length of seclusion probably signifies the seriousness of 

each type of kegare, shi-e must have been considered the most serious of all 

types of kegare. 

 It was believed that a person could catch shi-e if he touched or came 

close to a corpse.  This person was barred from entering sacred places such as 

shrines, the Imperial Palace, and so forth for thirty days.  A second person that 

touched the person with shi-e had to be excluded for twenty days.  A third person 

that touched the second person had to be excluded for ten days [Okiura 

1999:150].  As stated in the previous chapter, shi-e could be transmitted not only 

by direct contact, but also by touching objects handled by those contaminated.  

They included food, water, fire and so forth (see pages 4-5). 

 The following are examples of shi-e and syoku-e.  One bureaucrat died in 

his house near the Imperial Palace in 942.  Accidentally, a servant in the palace 

brought back some water from a well at the bureaucrat's house, and hence, the 

palace was also believed to be polluted with the shi-e of the deceased.  As a 

result, all noblemen who did not go to the palace on that day were ordered not to 

come to the palace so that the shi-e might not be spread any further [Yamamoto 

1992:67].  Another illustration of how shi-e could be spread occurred when a dog 

dragged a dead body to an office building near the Imperial Palace in 947.  

Consequently, the building itself and all people in the building were contaminated 

by shi-e, and off-limits signs were posted around the building.  However, a 

servant who was working in the Imperial Palace carelessly overlooked these 



 

 

 

10   

signs, and he brought some water to the back to the palace from a well inside the 

off-limits area.  As a result, the Imperial Palace was also considered to be 

polluted with shi-e [Miyata 1996:206].  Additionally, in 1107, a corpse was 

transported from the country of Owari (Nagoya) to the house of a samurai lord, 

Hyooenojoo Iesue in Kyoto.  The lord’s retainers, who were contaminated with 

the shi-e of the corpse, walked around Kyoto and unwittingly polluted the whole 

city with shi-e.  As a result, the government postponed sending imperial 

messengers to the highly sacred Ise-shrine (See Note Number 5) [Miyata 

1996:208]. 

 Even if a person touched or came close to a part of a corpse, he was 

considered to be contaminated with shi-e, but his period of seclusion was only 

seven days [Yamamoto 1992:16].  In other words, a part of a corpse was 

considered less contaminated than was the entire corpse.  

 According to Saikyuuki, a 10th century guide book for ceremonies at the 

Imperial Palace, reported that in 935 a child's corpse without limbs was found 

near a house of a minister.  The minister had to wait for seven days before he 

could report to the Imperial Palace [Yamamoto 1992:17].  In addition, in 1352, 

Shinto priests in the Yasaka-shrine observed seven days seclusion because they 

found a dog eating a human leg near the shrine [Yamamoto 1992:17]. 

 Not only human corpses, but also carcasses of six different animals were 

considered a source of shi-e.  These animals included horses, sheep, cattle, 
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dogs, swine, and chicken.  The length of seclusion for a person contaminated 

with shi-e from these animals was five days. 

 The following are two more examples of animals' shi-e.  In 919, a person 

who touched a dead cow accidentally, stepped into the Imperial Palace; the 

Ooharano-no-matsuri  festival, which was scheduled for that day, was canceled 

(See Note Number 6) [Yamamoto 1992:32].  In 886, Emperor KooKoo was not 

able to go to his office because a dead dog was found near the office building.  

Accordingly, the emperor had to move to a different building, and his noblemen 

had to obtain both new stationery and new clerks for the emperor because those 

in the office were already polluted [Yamamoto 1992:63]. 

 These cases illustrate that people in those times, especially emperors and 

noblemen, were extremely sensitive to possible contamination by shi-e.  Their 

aversion to shi-e produced many rules and regulations, which governed their 

daily lives.  
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CHAPTER 3 

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SHI-E AND JAPANESE RELIGIONS 

 

3.1 Shintoism 

 Shintoism, or Shinto, is a native religion in Japan.  Shin means gods, and 

to means way of life.  This religion is characterized by worship of nature spirits, 

and these spirits are called kami, the Japanese gods.  In Shintoism, the highest-

ranking kami is the Sun Goddess, Amaterasu, and she is considered the 

progenitor of the Imperial family.  From the view point of Shintoism, therefore, an 

emperor is not only a ruler to whom Japan was entrusted by Amaterasu, but also 

a god, i.e. akitsu-kami [Inoue 1998:53]. 

 Japanese society began to develop as an agricultural community in the 

third century B.C., and the Joomon period ended and the Yayoi period began 

during at this time (see Table 1).  The Yayoi people focused their subsistence on 

the cultivation of rice.  The Joomon people had survived by hunting.  Rice 

cultivation technology was introduced to the northern area of Kyushu Island from 

continental Asia [Inoue 1973:157].  Various agricultural rituals also may have 

come to Japan with this technology, and these rituals were integrated into Ko 

Shintoism (original form of Shintoism) during the Yayoi period.  At that time, 

Japanese people believed in the power of native spirits to control the climate and 

the harvest.  These spirits were worshipped as kami. In addition, rice cultivation  
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Table 1 

The Chronological Table of Japanese History 

 

10,000 B.C. – 300 B.C. Joomon period 

300 B.C. – 300 A.D.  Yayoi period 

300 A.D. – 532 A.D.  Kofun period 

532 A.D. – 710 A.D.  Asuka period 

710 A.D. – 794 A.D.  Nara period 

794 A.D. – 1192 A.D. Heian period 

1192 A.D. – 1333 A.D. Kamakura period 

1333 A.D. – 1573 A.D. Muromachi period 

1573 A.D. – 1603 A.D. Azuchi-Momoyama period 

1603 A.D. – 1868 A.D. Edo period 

1868 A. D. -    Modern age 

 1868 – 1914   Meiji era 
 1914 – 1927   Taisho era 
 1927 – 1989    Showa era 
 1989 -    Heisei era 
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is labor intensive and required leadership to organize workers.  The leaders 

utilized Shintoism to justify their status and power [Inoue 1998:30].  

 By the end of the third century A.D., the Yamato clan became more 

powerful than any other clan in Japan, and this group finally founded its kingship 

at the end of the fifth century A.D.  The kings of the Yamato Dynasty called 

themselves Tenno, and they maintained that they were the descendants of the 

Sun Goddess, Amaterasu, which they believed gave them legitimacy as rulers 

[Murakami 1988:20].  The first Yamato Dynasty rulers reorganized Shintoism 

making Amaterasu the highest-ranking kami.  This religious reorganization is 

regarded as the founding of present day Shintoism [Murakami 1988:20]. 

 Shinto priests who would perform rituals were not permitted to have any 

kegare; they maintained their purity by avoiding kegare for a certain period.  This 

special period was called imi.  Kegare was regarded as tangible, and removing 

kegare is called harai.  If kegare was washed off by clean water, this special 

harai is called misogi [Murakami 1988:19]. 

 The Taihoo code was established in 701 in order to systematize the laws 

of Japan.  This code established Shintoism as part of the written law.  The 

Taihoo code included specific religious roles for the supreme ruler, and the 

purpose was to protect the ruler's imi from kegare so that he could maintain his 

high spirituality.  One of these laws states that an emperor is not allowed to do 

the following during his imi period (remaining pure period): (1) attend a funeral, 

(2) see sick people, (3) eat animal meat, (4) sentence someone to death, (5) play 
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a musical instrument, (6) or do any other activities that are considered impure 

[Inoue 1998:59].  Numbers (1) and (4) above are clearly associated with shi-e, 

and this law was written to ensure that every effort must be made to insure that 

the ruler, who was believed to be a kami, would remain free of shi-e or other 

kegare. 

 Because kami abhor shi-e, it was believed that they would inflict divine 

punishments if they were polluted with shi-e.  These divine punishments could 

include such things as the illness of an emperor, catastrophic weather, or other 

disasters.  The following are examples of a kami's punishments: (1) On January 

10, 729, people prepared a New Year’s offering for a Kyoto shrine.  They carried 

the offering to the shrine, but accidentally encountered a corpse on their way.  

Because the road they took was the only way to travel to the shrine, they could 

not change their route.  Thirty-four days later, Emperor Shoomu suddenly 

became ill, and a prophet announced that the kami in the Kyoto shrine inflicted 

this punishment on the emperor because this shrine had been polluted with shi-e 

by the people bringing the New Year’s offering [Miyata 1996:212].  (2) Another 

example of a kami’s punishment occurred in 877 when the government was 

investigating the reason for a drought.  Officials announced that the drought was 

caused by a curse of the late Empress Jinguu.  These officials discovered that 

the men guarding her tomb killed and ate animals and were therefore 

contaminated by the dead animals’ shi-e.  It was believed that this angered the 

Empress’s spirit [Yamamoto 1992:108]. 
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3.2 Buddhism 

 In Buddhism, suffering is inseparable from existence but can be 

transcended through meditation, which can lead to a state of spiritual 

enlightenment beyond both suffering and worldly desires.  This religion was 

established in the sixth century B.C. in northeast India by a prince of the Shaka 

clan, Gautama Siddhartha (Buddha) (See Note Number 7) [Murakami 1988:33].  

 Buddhism was formally introduced into Japan in 538 from Kudara, a 

country on the Korean Peninsula (See Note Number 8).  King Seimei of Kudara 

sent a Buddhist statue, sutras and a personal message to Emperor Kinmei.  This 

event caused a great debate among several powerful clans in Japan.  The Soga 

clan supported this foreign religion and even built Buddhist temples.  The 

Mononobe clan maintained that accepting foreign gods would anger native 

Japanese gods, i.e. kami.  At the end of the sixth century, however, the Soga 

clan defeated the Mononobe clan, and their military victory resulted in the 

establishment of Buddhism in Japan.  Subsequently, in 685, Emperor Tenmu 

issued an imperial order stating that every household had to have an altar to 

worship Buddha. This order led to the dissemination of Buddhism throughout 

Japan [Naoki 1973:360]. 

 When Buddhism came from Kudara, shi-e was not mentioned.  However, 

Japanese Buddhism developed two contrasting viewpoints with respect to shi-e.  

The first viewpoint is that shi-e should be avoided and detested; the second is 

that shi-e should be disregarded and overcome.  Buddhism has a primary tenet, 




