PAGE  
5

Chapter 1

The Origins of the Burakumin

I followed her beyond the city’s southern gate, clear to the wood of Suzu-ga-Mori, where dwell the Eta scavengers, and there, hard by the Field of Execution, she entered a hut built of refuse wood with its chinks stuffed with old clouts - an abode of the deepest penury in which scarce a scalded cat would look to shelter.

Japanese fable excerpt

A common assertion amongst one group of scholars who study the origins of the Burakumin is that this minority group came into being at the time of the formation of the Tokugawa feudalistic system under Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1537-98) when he completed the military reunification of Japan in 1591.  Suginohara, for instance, states that “according to the recent studies on the history of Buraku…[Buraku discrimination] came into being at the same time as the formation of the modern feudalistic system”
.  Alldritt states that “it can be reasonably claimed that buraku discrimination, as such, did not exist before the Tokugawa period”
.  Kitaguchi writes that “there is a major problem in assuming that the eta caste of the Edo period and the eta caste of the medieval times are directly connected”
.  Sugimoto writes that “the buraku problem stems from the caste system in the feudal period…around the 16th century”
.  Even one Buraku rights group states that Buraku “originated from the social system of [Tokugawa] feudal society”
.  However, there is a large quantity of material and evidence in existence to show that Burakumin-type outcasts and discrimination against them had existed for centuries before this point in time.

In order to have a good understanding of a people, it is very important to have a solid understanding of their history.  In other words, “present conditions are unfathomable without a deep understanding of the past”
.  This is because the history of a people shapes their culture, and without an understanding of their culture it is difficult to either appreciate or understand their current position in society and the way that they both interact with it and act within it.

During my fieldwork in Japan in July and August, 2000, I discovered that many of the Burakumin themselves, and even a number of people who were working in the BLL (Buraku Liberation League) at the time, either did not have a very clear idea of their history or had somewhat mistaken notions about how and when their people actually originated.

This erroneous knowledge is due to a number of factors.  Firstly, because many of the Buraku people have not had access to proper education, many of them simply have not had the chance to look into the history of the minority group to which they belong.  Secondly, since the Buraku issue did not start appearing in school text books until 1972
, even the people who were fortunate enough to have had a good education up until that point would not have had the opportunity to learn about the issue
.  Thirdly, pinning their origins on the formation of the feudal system lays the blame, to some extent, at the door of the government.  In this way, some people within the BLL have perhaps been using this as a lever to force the government to enact legislation and give aid since, if this is true, the present conditions of today’s Burakumin are as a direct result of government action and it is therefore the government’s responsibility to bring about a solution
.  Fourthly, the government itself, after the Meiji Restoration of 1868, promoted the idea that the feudal system was responsible for the creation of the minority groups that became the Burakumin, because they could then theorise that the problem would disappear along with the dissolution of the feudal system.  This meant that they did not feel that they would have to act on the problem since it was supposed to resolve itself with the advent of democracy.  This attitude is made apparent by the 1965 report of the Dowa Policy Council, which stated that the problem was not as a result of feudalism
, a statement that would not have been made unless the above theory had been a commonplace belief.

There are, no doubt, many other reasons, but it is not essential that they are all covered at this point.  What it is important to realise is that there has been a great deal of misinformation and a lack of education about the origins of the Buraku people.  The first issue that I will thus examine in this chapter is how the minority groups that were discriminated against in pre-medieval Japan were formed.

Koyama stated, however, that there is also a general tendency for researchers to discuss early outcasts solely in the framework of medieval society and that there is a lack of perspective of the development of the problem into the pre-modern period.  Weiner extends this in writing, “rather than making the marginalised the focus of analysis, the subject of our inquiry should become the historical process through which groups or nations have been constructed on the basis of these assumed innate qualities and subsequently located within specific material and power relations”
.  Koyama further states that many academics are currently trying to free their research from the ideology of the Buraku liberation movement since much of the existing research into medieval outcast society has been lacking in objectivity
.

The second issue that I will therefore examine is the development of the outcasts and the connection between the types of people who were included in the pre-Tokugawa outcast groups and the outcasts of the Tokugawa period, with primary regard to their occupations and social status.  I will draw on a wide variety of sources in order to provide an objective discussion of this issue.  This examination will show whether or not the connection between the pre-Tokugawa outcasts and the Tokugawa period outcast groups is significant enough to disprove the argument that the ancestral minority groups, which directly connect to the modern-day Burakumin, can only be traced back to the beginning of the Tokugawa period.

Through this discussion I will clear up some of the debate surrounding this topic, and provide a good basis from where I shall begin to look at the current state of the liberation movement in Chapter 3.

Early Shinto

The topic that first necessitates discussion is early Shinto.  This is because much of the responsibility for the origins of the first hisabetsumin (people subjected to discrimination) in the early pre-medieval periods is due to Shinto beliefs.  In this section I will examine the major ideological and ritualistic aspects of Shinto in the early periods, and discuss the connection that developed between Shinto and the imperial court.

Shinto was not actually called Shinto before the 8th century.  The word only originated so that the Japanese could distinguish their own faith from the variety of religions that were being introduced to Japan from overseas.  Shinto can be defined as “an all-inclusive term embracing the various faiths which are comprehended by the kami-idea”
, ‘kami’ being the Shinto deities.

One important aspect of Shinto that relates to this discussion is that, due to the lack of the concept of original sin such as occurs in Christianity, people are seen as being inherently good and there is nothing that is seen as being unconditionally evil
.  This means that there is no polar opposite of virtue, such as sin, and “what we call sin [in Shinto] is considered more in the nature of an extrinsic element, a mistake, which does not affect the real person”
.  Consequently, there was also no concept of retribution due to sins committed or final judgement after death
.  The land of the dead, which was called Yomi, was seen as being “the world of dead ghosts, evil spirits (magatsuhi) and pollution, that is, the world of darkness (Yomi-no-kuni)”
 and not a place of punishment.

Acts and events that were related to death were seen as being spiritually polluting occurrences, rather than evil ones, which were caused by spirits from Yomi.  This meant that the person who was subject to a polluting event, or who caused it to occur, was not responsible for its occurrence
.  The event or action, regardless of what it was, was rather seen as having been induced by a spirit.  In other words, the person involved was a victim of forces beyond their control.

This did not mean, however, that they did not face social or spiritual consequences for their actions.  A person who killed another person was almost certainly punished in some way by their community, and they were spiritually polluted by their action.  Childbirth, though not an ‘evil’ occurrence, was also believed to produce pollution, as is evidenced by the fact that some pregnant women spent time in outcast areas so as to contain the pollution that was seen to be produced by birth
.

The events in early pre-medieval Japan that were considered to produce kegare (defilement
) were ones such as child-bearing, menstruation, death, sickness, inflicting injury, lightning, damage done by birds, cutting dead flesh, etc
.  Many of these were not fixed as being defiling, however, due to the fact that Shinto practices and beliefs, in the early periods, varied considerably from region to region, and were also depended on the specific situation in which such an event occurred
.  There are a number of examples of situation-specific and region-specific kegare.  One of these is the fact that people buried their dead on their own land without fear of defilement through contact with death until the end of the 8th century.  An edict was then issued to prevent the practice in the region of the court, which was becoming increasingly concerned about purification and was therefore concerned about being contaminated by the spread of kegare from the buried dead
.  Another example was in the Shinshû area (now Nagano prefecture) during the medieval period when a menstruating woman rescued a Buddhist icon from a burning house.  From that time onwards, people in the area no longer considered menstruation to be a polluting event
.

Furthermore, the mental picture that people had of Yomi in the early periods, judging from how it was presented in the Kojiki, was also quite unstable
.  This means that people did not have a fixed idea of what Yomi actually was.  Since Yomi was recognised as the source of defilement, as stated above, this partly explains why there were varying ideas of the different kinds of events and actions that were actually believed to cause kegare.  However, despite the instability of the early kegare concept, it can be presumed from the general image of Yomi that was presented in the Kojiki as a polluted plane, and also from the types of events that were believed to be defiling, that the major kinds of events that were seen as producing kegare were those that were related to death.

In order to remove kegare from a person it was necessary to have harae (rituals of purification).  Kitagawa states that there were two main characteristics of early Shinto.  One was a sense of gratitude towards the kami, and the other was “an emphasis upon purification, reported, incidentally, by a third-century Chinese historian as one of the cultural features of the Japanese”
.  This suggests that purification was a widespread practice.

The reason that purification was so important was because in order to invite kami into this world
, the kami required a purified place in which to manifest
.  Both the person and the place, therefore, had to be free of kegare for kami worship to occur.

Purification, however, did not take the form of atonement as it was not thought that sin had been committed.  It was instead perceived as wiping the dust off a mirror, which was not responsible for the dust being there in the first place
.  While methods of purification varied according to region
, they generally involved the use of water or salt
, or required public exclusion for a number of days depending on the type of kegare encountered
.  An example of this is recorded in the Gishiwajiden, a Chinese document that was written during the Wei Period (AD200-265) by Chen Shou (AD233-297), stating that Japanese people at the time had to cleanse themselves in a river for one week after the death of a family member
.

Shinto priests could also conduct purification ceremonies.  A hafuri or hô-ri was a priest whose duty was to “purify the sacred compound [of a Shinto shrine] and the participants of various kinds of defilements”
.  In fact, by the Nara period, even the Emperor was forced to conduct strictly regulated purification ceremonies in order to avoid pollution due to the adoption of Shinto as the imperial religious system in this period
.  Even since the ancient periods one of the Emperor’s main functions was as a ritualist whose duty was to ensure “the happiness of the people and the peace of the country”
 and he came to be seen as the medium through which kami communicated
.  This meant that he had to be constantly purified and exist within a purified location.  It is theorised that, such was the need of the Emperor to be pure, the changes in the location of the nation’s capital during the Yamato period were partly due to the perceived defilement that was caused by the death of a number of Emperors
.

Similar concepts and instances of both pollution and purification can be seen in other cultures around the world.  In England, for instance, Archbishop Theodore of Canterbury (AD668-690) required “from women 40 days of purgation after the birth of a child and…penance of three weeks’ fast on any woman, lay or religious, who enters church, or communicates during menstruation”
.

The imperial court created mythology which stated that Amaterasu, the sun goddess, sent her grandson, Ninigi, to rule the earth.  The Emperor Jimmu, who established his dynasty in 660BC, was said to have been the great-grandson of Ninigi and the imperial line was, therefore, directly descended from the Shinto sun goddess
.  Thus, the imperial court consciously tied itself to Shinto and used Shinto concepts in order to uphold its ruling regime
.

By AD500 there were a number of Shinto families who exerted their influence over the court.  There were the Nakatomi family who were in charge of ceremonies and read ritual prayers, the Imbe family who “maintained ceremonial purity in order to ward off pollution and keep constant contact with the kami”,  the Urabe family who were the diviners and were “responsible for learning the will of the kami”, and the dancers and musicians (sarume) 
.  Then when the influence of the court over the nation grew greatly during the 7th and 8th centuries
 through measures such as the AD702 ritsu-ryô codes which “aimed at giving the state secure and far-reaching administrative authority over the produce from the land and over the manpower that produced it”
, it began to impose its Shinto-based ideals on the general populace through a number of edicts.  These were ones such as the taboo placed on meat eating
 and the prohibition of burial on private grounds, mentioned earlier in this chapter.

At the turn of the 8th century the Department of Shinto Affairs was established and Shinto priestly families were able to become government officials
.  By AD737 there were more than 3000 Shinto shrines throughout Japan
 and such was the influence of Shinto in the court that the shrines were not subjected to the taxation that was introduced in the ritsu-ryô codes
.

Thus, by the 8th century, Shinto was no longer just a faith system for the common people, but had been thoroughly and consciously integrated into the culture of the imperial court.  The court standardised much of its ideology and the major concern that it manifested, the avoidance of kegare, was imposed on the nation by the imperial court.

Early Buddhism

Buddhism was the other major contributor to the formation of the hisabetsumin groups.  Buddhism was introduced to Japan from China and was given official recognition in the 6th century as it was promoted by Prince Shotoku Taishi.  Empress Suiko was the next to officially recognise Buddhism in AD594, and in AD685 imperial orders were sent to every province requiring that every house have a Buddhist altar and for everybody to worship the Buddha image that was enshrined therein
.

Temples were first built during the Nara period, and in AD741, Emperor Shômu proclaimed that every province had to have a state-sponsored temple
.  Thus, by the 8th and 9th centuries Buddhism had become widespread across Japan
 and by AD900 it was playing “a considerable part in almost every aspect of national life”
.

Buddhism was a great influence on the imperial court.  In many ways it was again a conscious decision, as it was with Shinto, to adopt Buddhism into the court culture as “the aim of the government in sponsoring Buddhism was not the salvation of the people, but the protection of the state”
.  It becomes apparent that this was the case when one examines the direct influence of Buddhism on the general population because, while history records that Buddhism was highly influential amongst the upper class, the lower classes, during its introduction in the Fujiwara period, “failed to understand its abstruse doctrines”
.  As was the case with Shinto, the imperial court imposed Buddhist ideology on the nation by sponsoring regional temples and issuing edicts such as the ones mentioned above, but since the common people lived “generally wretched”
 lives, they therefore had little use for Buddhism’s complex philosophy.

Regardless of the lack of understanding of Buddhism amongst the common people, however, it did eventually begin to filter through into their culture and practices.  This was partly due to the prevalence of regional temples and the fusion of Shinto with Buddhism that began in the 8th century when temple-shrines started to appear
.  Samson states that the influence of Buddhism on the lower classes “was probably benign even where existence was burdensome and charity rare, for at least it revealed the possibility of a better world”
.  Kitagawa, however, states that the commoners did not have a concept of the Pure Land and that they only turned to Buddhism because they feared rebirth in hell
.  Although it is possible that some of the lower classes worshiped Amida Buddha, the Buddhist temples often used fear to turn people to Buddhism more than promoting a concept of heaven (this will be discussed later in the chapter).  Consequently the aristocracy, who led a considerably more leisurely lifestyle than the commoners, worshiped the Amida Buddha of the Pure Land, and the lower classes, who did not have a concept of luxury and who were taught that this world was a polluted one
, worshiped Jizô Buddha who saved those who were destined for hell.

The temples themselves used a number of methods to attract converts.  Firstly, they promoted the idea that an improperly conducted funeral would hinder the dead from crossing over and they would return to plague the living
.  Since the conducting of funerals lay outside the responsibility of Shinto shrines and priests
, commoners began to approach Buddhist temples to perform funeral rites
.  Secondly, entering the clergy became the “only available channel of upward social mobility”
 in the Heian period, during which time the social system solidified and rich and powerful temples began to emerge
.  Thus, many people began to enter the clergy in the hope of obtaining wealth and power.  Thirdly, the temples held festivals of entertainment, sermons and ritual that appealed to the common people not only because of the entertainment aspect, but also because of the focus on ritual purification
.  Lastly, and most importantly, due to the ritual practices that they initiated, such as funeral conducting and purification ceremonies, they “could finally claim to be the unchallenged voice against the notion of defilement that other systems of thought had devised but not been able to successfully contain”
.  In these ways the Buddhists were very effective in drawing people in, both from the aristocracy and the lower classes.

Because of the increasing importance that the aristocracy placed upon kegare and harae, they came to rely on the services of Buddhist priests to maintain the state of purification that they required.  Marra states that:

Buddhist institutions secured their political survival by waging wars against elements that they constructed as ‘potentially threatening’ to social stability.  They made sure that political authorities had to depend upon the services that only religious institutions could deliver.

Temples, in turn, relied on the sponsorship of the aristocracy to maintain their wealth and power.  The relationship was therefore two-way as they both needed and supported each other
.  Kitagawa states that, in fact, “Buddhism in Japan had always equated its own sphere with that of the state so that, in principle, outside the national community there was no meaningful framework for the sociological expression of Buddhism”
.  Samson states that, by AD900, “scarcely any action could be taken by Fujiwara nobleman in his public or private life without consulting the oracles…to an astonishing degree”
.  Kitagawa agrees that “the aristocrats of the Fujiwara period were notoriously superstitious, and they enjoined every incantation and magico-religious rite”
.  Court purification ceremonies, called shokue (literally ‘touching pollution’), became more Buddhist than Shinto-based and were ever increasingly performed in this period and to a widening variety of population
.

The result of the injection of Buddhism into society and its rapid increase in patronage and ‘popularity’ was that Shinto ideas of kegare were strengthened and expanded by similar concepts in Buddhism.  Shinto concepts of pollution resulting from contact with human death, for example, were expanded to encompass pollution from contact with animal death and hunting
.  People began to cremate their dead instead of burying them
, and later on they began to take them to be buried in riverbeds so that the defilement could be washed away with water
.  Death became a major concern that required shelter from public view for a period of time that varied in length depending on the type of death encountered
.  The idea of karma also became a commonplace belief by the 10th century
.

Just as with Shinto, however, there was a certain amount of regional variation in beliefs and ideology, even on points that separate sects would have theoretically agreed on.  One example of this is that Buddhism teaches that the killing of animals is wrong because people can be reincarnated as animals
 and while some Buddhist tales discuss the negative consequences of killing:

According to the law of karmic cycles, a killer of flesh is doomed to die, only to be reborn, then to die again, bound to the endless, inescapable wheel of karma.  Only by realising the emptiness of all things may you release yourself from the myriad evils of birth and death, cease to wander the Three Worlds and Six Realms, and achieve immediate release.  Stop your killing!  Why don’t you try to make your meals of cuttlefish and rice or an occasional dried sardine, herring, or salmon?

Others seem to show that there were ways to avoid defilement:

The early 9th c. Buddhist tale collection Nihon Ryoiki…described killing as unproblematic so long as the believer was devoted to the Dharma.  In the Kamakura era, a text such a [sic] Mujuu Ichien’s Shasekishuu attempted an apology for the kami such as that at Suwa, claiming that as upaya (J. houben; skill-in-means) they take offerings of hunters and fishermen—having caused them to catch creatures that would have died soon anyway—and thus exonerate them of the sin as well as transfer merits to the dead animal, providing for better rebirth.

Despite these inevitable regional differences, the increasing level of Japan’s political centralisation and the state’s patronage of regional temples eventually meant that Buddhism worked its way into national culture to a significant extent.  It even managed to persevere through major difficulties such as the shift of the imperial court to Kyoto at the end of the Nara period, which actually ended up being a very positive event as Buddhism was forced to adapt its ideology and methodology in order to win the support of the common people to survive
, and the decline of imperial revenue in the latter part of the Heian period, when the temples started having to rely on income generated from their land holdings to survive
.

In summary, by the middle of the Heian period Buddhism had become a major influence on all levels of society and had fused with Shinto to a significant extent.  Buddhist institutions greatly and intentionally strengthened Shinto concepts of kegare and purification so that both the aristocracy and the common people, the latter having become increasingly concerned with ritual purification, turned to Buddhist institutions to provide these services.

The Creation and Early Development of the Hisabetsumin
The extent to which Shinto and Buddhist influences were responsible for the creation of early hisabetsumin groups, their development up until around the 14th century, and whether or not outside factors were also involved in the formation of these minority groups can now be examined.

The first notable hisabetsumin groups began to emerge during the Heian period when Buddhism began to strongly influence Japanese society.  Events during and just prior to the Nara period such as the dividing of Japan into upper and lower classes due to Chinese influence
, the taboos that were placed on meat eating, and the prohibition of marriage between slaves and commoners, which developed into a reluctance to marry between classes
, all helped lay the foundations upon which hisabetsumin groups were formed and maintained.  It was, however, the notions of kegare that were introduced by Shinto and strengthened by Buddhism that were primarily responsible for the creation of these groups.

Some examples of the genesis of discrimination against certain groups are recorded in documents from the early periods.  In the Ruijyûsandaikyaku (literally ‘Collection of Three Generations of Tradition’), written in the mid-Heian period, it is related that in November of AD844 hunters in the mountains of Kamogawa polluted two major shrines and thus caused the prohibition of hunting in the area
.  This then developed into discrimination against people who were seen as being defiled due to their occupational connection with death.  Consequently, as is recorded in the Engishiki (literally ‘Form of Long Life and Happiness’), ransô-tosha (‘unruly’ monks and butchers) were prohibited from living in the area by AD905
.

During the time that the kegare concept was being strengthened, shrine Shinto began to expand and actively designate whether or not certain places were holy or defiled.  This developed into exclusionary practices where not just places, but also people and objects were designated as polluted, especially when blood or death were involved
.  As Japanese became increasingly concerned about kegare, notions of contagious defilement also started to emerge.  This further contributed to the expulsion of people who were perceived as being defiled out of their communities for fear that their defiled state would be transmitted to other townspeople
.  In other words, the fear of pollution derived from blood and death became so great that people began to believe that kegare could be transferred not only by primary contact, but also by secondary contact with people who had been in primary contact with a polluting object or event, and the polluted people were thus identified and excluded from their communities.

Knowing that the mainstream population were so concerned about secondary pollution it may therefore seem contradictory that they used the items that were produced by hisabetsumin communities.  In actual fact, however, it was believed that hisabetsumin removed or absorbed the pollution from the objects that they handled, such as meat and leather, thus making them safe for others to use
.

Groups emerged in the 10th and 11th centuries such as ransô-tosha (mentioned above) and kawaranin (‘riverbed people’: those hisabetsumin who were forced to live in riverbed communities due to their defiled state)
.  The people who formed these groups were forced out of their communities due to public fear of contagious pollution, and settled into specially zoned communities
.  Discrimination against these kinds of people was not common before the 10th century
, but by the 11th, with the spreading fear of kegare, it became widely practiced
.

More groups of hisabetsumin began to emerge as prejudice against them increased.  Some examples of the variety of hisabetsumin groups that have been identified as existing around this time are waza-bito (performers who presented non-ecclesiastical sacred performances), kojiki-hinin (beggars and outcasts), saka-hinin (hinin who populated the slopes), etori (people who collected food for the hunting falcons of the nobility), sanzai-hinin (hinin who were located around temple gates) and sanjo-hôshi (priests from defiled zones on temple grounds)
.

Most of the people who were incorporated into the above groups had occupations that were in some way associated with death, such as skinning animals, working with leather, butchery and undertaking.  They eventually came to be called eta (full of defilement) and were one of the two kinds of people who formed the bulk of the hisabetsumin.  The second basic type of hisabetsumin were those who eventually formed hinin
 (non-human) groups.  Hinin were not necessarily involved in any way with death, and so were not necessarily considered to be defiled, but rather tended to have transient occupations such as those of prostitutes, diviners, wandering monks and some kinds of performers
.

There is some disagreement over whether or not the medieval hinin were discriminated against.  Miyata states that it wasn’t until the middle of the 17th century, when rice cultivating culture was prevalent, that the agricultural communities started to have conflicts with the 60 or 70 transient artisan groups that existed at the time, and that this was an important factor in the emergence of discrimination against them
.  It is likely, however, that hinin were generally seen as being on a lower level of society than peasants due to their transience and the fact that many of them, such as the transient monks, had to beg for a living.  Also the connection of some hinin, such as the diviners, with the spiritual realm would have caused fear in common people (as will be discussed later in this chapter) resulting in, at least to some extent, some feeling of ‘otherness’ about them.

The size of hisabetsumin communities grew greatly during the Heian period as people who were perceived as being defiled were expelled from their own communities
.  Outcast communities were not taxed, however, as they were seen to be “legally and symbolically outside the Japanese authority system”
.  While this may seem to have been good fortune, it was actually more symbolic of the state’s refusal to accept them as people.  This also shows that the state had little to do with either the creation or the maintenance of hisabetsumin communities.  Ooms agrees that legal discrimination against these communities “was missing in medieval times”
.

The sponsorship and promotion of Shinto and Buddhism by the state was, to some extent, responsible for the creation of the society that produced hisabetsumin groups.  It was, however, an indirect process and it thus appears unlikely, when one considers how outcast groups were actually formed, that the state actually intended to create these groups, despite the fact that they exploited them after they emerged.

As the size of outcast communities grew, temples and shrines began to appropriate the outcasts for their own use.  One of the reasons they did this is due to the awe in which some of the outcasts, mainly of the eta type, were held:

The fear engendered among all social classes by the concept of death and impurity led the common people to a contradictory perception of the low / other / marginalized.  On the one hand, they confined the 'polluting' elements of society to areas of liminality - spaces between being and not-being, life and death - divesting them socially of their status and cosmologically of their participation in the most privileged of the six Buddhist realms (rokudô): the world of humans (ningen)
.  On the other, the outcasts' connection with the secret and inscrutable power of the unknown - death - surrounded them with a divine aura that commoners could never claim.  Unable to trace their ancestors, the outcasts were known as 'the children of god'.

Furthermore, because outcasts were also seen as removing kegare from the items that they dealt with, they were also seen as being useful in purification.  Since temples and shrines were primarily concerned with purification at the time it thus made sense for them to make use of hisabetsumin in this way.  From the mid 11th century the status of outcasts was therefore “consciously defined by the temples and shrines”
.

The districts that the temples located hisabetsumin within were called sanjo districts, a term that has had a variety of meanings such as “scattered place”, “place of divination”, “birthing place”, “mountaintop” and “third district”
.  Law states that it was “unlikely that the average Japanese would have ventured into a sanjo area except on business of a highly pressing spiritual nature”, but that there seems to have been fluid mobility in and out of the areas as menstruating women, women giving birth and hinin spent time in them with some regularity
.

Buddhists taught that eta were in their underprivileged social position due to a karmic debt that they had acquired in a previous existence, which they were now being punished for
.  They then used the fear that this instilled in the mainstream population to convert people to Buddhism.  Buddhist teachings that provided justification for the lowly position of the hisabetsumin within society also legitimised Buddhist institutional use of them in rituals and ceremonies.  Hisabetsumin communities proved to be effective in evangelising the mainstream population as they were a powerful visual representation of the possible consequences of not following the Buddhist path.

Temples created their own ‘areas of liminality’ on their land so that they could have better control over the use of hisabetsumin and this resulted in a dependence that temples came to have upon hisabetsumin for maintaining their own position in society:

The maintenance of an off-limit presence within the sacred area by Buddhist authorities reinvented the process of fear to which commoners were daily subjected.  The preservation of social and spiritual discrimination was a requirement if temples were to sustain one of their major arguments of self-legitimation: the need to shelter the hierarchical society from the disruptive attacks of ‘potentially powerful’ margins.

Outcasts were also used in Shinto shrines.  In Hiyoshi Shrine there was “a room beneath the floor where a deity was enshrined and its statue surrounded by several people – most of whom were beggars – whose confinement required them to regularly perform purification ceremonies”
.  The location of these ‘beggars’ within temple grounds and their connection with pollution and kami suggests that their status was similar to that of the hisabetsumin who performed purification ceremonies for Buddhist temples.

The feudal regime was established in 1192, at the beginning of the Kamakura period, when the warrior class took over from the aristocracy and the bakufu (military government) was formed
.  It was at this time that Buddhists began to make concerted efforts to evangelise the commoner population, and they continued to do so throughout the Kamakura and Muromachi periods
.

Buddhist temples gained a great deal of power during first of these two periods.  This was because of events such as the failure of the Mongol invasion attempts in 1274 and 1281 due to kamikaze (winds of god), which temples, since they had focused the nation on praying for the defeat of the invading forces, claimed credit for
.  The income that the temples generated through their land holdings when a monetary economy developed in the 13th century
 also helped to increase their influence.

However, the Muromachi period saw a decline in state sponsorship of temples as the Ashikaga Shogunate took a “cautious attitude toward religious establishments”
.  This meant that temples had to rely more heavily on generating their own income.  Since many temples had hisabetsumin communities on their land, which had been granted to them by the central government and was not subject to taxation
, and the temples were already using hisabetsumin to perform certain tasks, it was only natural that they should try to use them to produce more money.

What was fortunate for hisabetsumin was that, even though their involvement in ritual further separated them from mainstream society, they were often the only people who could perform some Buddhist rituals due to the polluting nature of what was involved:

Rituals involving outsiders are dependent on the very alterity of the performers; they arise out of a need to periodically recreate and renew the cosmos by inviting the unknown into the realm of the known for the purposes of purification, revitalization, and protection.  Conversely, these rituals also depend on the ability to expel the outsider, so that a distinction between the known and unknown can be maintained.

The status of many hisabetsumin thus began to improve.  Temples needed them to perform many of the purification rituals that drew the commoner population in, which generated income for the temples and in turn generated money for the hisabetsumin involved.  Hisabetsumin groups were thus differentiated into various levels of socio-economic status depending on their usefulness to society and specifically, as Marra states, their usefulness in purification ceremonies
.  Developing their skills could therefore mean progression into groups of outcasts and migration into outcast communities that were, due to their occupations, perceived as being less defiled
.

Many of the other types of hisabetsumin who were not necessarily involved in Buddhist ritual developed monopolies on certain trades, such as leatherwork and butchery, that the mainstream population would not take up due to the kegare involved.  They were even able to ‘abduct’ other trades that were not normally seen as being defiling.  They did this by associating themselves with the trade, thereby degrading it so that mainstream commoners would no longer wish to be involved in the profession, and then developing a localised monopoly on it, which provided them with more income
.  This is why trades like bamboo article manufacture became an eta trade during the Kamakura period even though nothing in the trade was inherently defiling.

It is important to remember, however, that not all hisabetsumin saw improvement in their social status.  Due to the fact that many outcast groups lived on unproductive land such as riverbeds, which often flooded, and steep mountainsides, which were difficult to farm, they found it very difficult to produce the food that they required to survive.  Furthermore, it cannot be assumed that they all developed skills in trades that greatly benefited them or produced a significant income.  Many hisabetsumin either lived on poor land with little money or food, or were transient and moved from place to place, making a living by begging.

Despite this fact, it is still true that a significant proportion of hisabetsumin experienced an upward trend in social status.  Nagahara points out, however, that “we should not ignore the fact that the medieval society that created these extremes used the product of its structure - the status of hisabetsumin - as a convenient and well defined means of isolating the discriminated from the farm villages and monopolising the services...of these socially isolated persons”
.  So while there was some good fortune for a number of these minority groups, they were still being exploited and ostracised and it cannot be forgotten that they were perceived as being less than human.

Koyama provides a list of the different types of outcast groups that emerged during the early and medieval periods based on occupational type
.  His groupings are:

· Beggars: including unruly and transient monks, and people with leprosy

· Hijiri: including miko (witches), onmyôji (diviners) and people who cremated the dead and dealt with graves

· Artists: including shômonji (performers), hôge (singers and storytellers), maimai (dancers), senshûbanzai (people who performed celebratory dances), kanetataki (people who beat sticks for music), hachitatake (people who beat metal cymbal-like bowls for music), puppeteers and storytellers

· Kiyome: including kiyome (cleaners), kawaramono (people who lived in riverbeds), eta, kawata (people who skinned animals and worked with leather), and homeless people

· Artisans: including people who worked with bamboo and etori (people who handled the hunting falcons of the nobility)

· Others: including sanjo (people who lived in the sanjo districts) and gokushû (people who took care of prisoners)

De Vos, however, provides four basic outcast groupings based on the relationship between defilement or transience, and occupation.  From these groupings it is easier to see the general types of occupation were that were perceived as belonging to outcast groups, or to identify whether or not an individual would have been considered an outcast based on his occupational type, though it must be remembered that there was a certain amount of regional variation in the specific occupations that were considered to be defiling
:

· Undertakers and caretakers of tombs etc. (defiling occupations related to humans, performed by eta)

· Butchers, tanners, makers of leather goods etc. (defiling occupations related to animals, performed by eta)

· Dyers and manufacturers of bamboo articles etc. (non-defiling occupations that eta developed localised monopolies on)

· Entertainers, prostitutes, diviners, some sweepers etc. (transient or purifying occupations, performed by hinin)

It can therefore be seen that the majority of hisabetsumin originated due to notions of kegare and that Buddhist institutions and some Shinto shrines made strong efforts to maintain, and even intensify, the outcast status of these groups so that they could be used in rituals and income generation.  The state had very little to do with either creating or maintaining hisabetsumin groups.

The Progression of Hisabetsumin Towards the Tokugawa Period

The Muromachi period saw a social revolution take place in which the manorial and clan systems collapsed and the ie (household) and daimyô (territorial lord) controlled territorial systems emerged
.  These changes helped to stabilise the shogunate by the beginning of the 15th century, which in turn improved the economy and thus increased the nation’s population.  This brought about competition between the daimyô, which caused the emergence of large towns and cities.  Many of the cities developed systems of self-rule and self-defence
, which resulted in a greater call for the production of warfare-related materials, much of which involved leather working.

Because leather-working was an outcast occupation, many communities of outcasts sprang up on the borders of these cities and towns.  This happened to such a great extent that, combined with the prevalence of outcasts involved in temple work and activities, the 15th century hisabetsumin are considered to have been “an integral part of a society that was organized on the basis of functional specialization”
.  Furthermore, outcast groups who lacked the skills to be involved in Buddhist ritual were now able to earn a living by moving into those hisabetsumin communities that serviced the needs of the cities.

Ritual performance was also being provided by outcasts for aristocracy and at homes of nobility at this time
.  There are even instances of outcast groups performing for the emperor in 1420 and 1431, although professional non-outcast groups took over in the middle of the 15th century after successfully lobbying for the end of this type of outcast performance
.

This did not, however, spell the downturn of hisabetsumin involvement in Shinto and Buddhist institutional occupations.  There are instances of contracts being formed between hisabetsumin communities and certain temples and shrines well into the 15th century.  In 1445, for example, Tôji temple gave an outcast community a monopoly on the conducting of funerals at the temple
.  There are also instances of clashes between outcast groups who claimed rights on certain practices, such as in 1330 when two groups of outcasts fought over the right to use a lute to accompany temple legend narration, traditionally an outcast privilege
.

The intensification of outcast involvement in ritual, however, also meant that, alongside their economic improvement, there was an intensification of the mainstream perception of their social status:

Prior discussions have drawn conclusions between the lowly status of performers and their perceived need to conduct rituals as a means to improve their social standing.  Collectively such performers are called ‘beggar-gods’.  Beggar-gods were distrusted for their itinerant livelihood and demands for alms, but were simultaneously held in awe due to their perceived power to exorcise spiritual impurities through magic.

Buddhist institutions used this to their own advantage and began to use more extreme measures in their efforts to promote Buddhism amongst both upper classes and common people.  In order to increase the perceived value of Buddhist temple ritual conduction and the number of people turning to Buddhist temples for rites such as purification, some sanjo district groups of hisabetsumin were actually paraded in front of townspeople after performances of sarugaku (literally ‘monkey music’, a performing art that was used by Buddhist temples in ritual, discussed further in Chapter 2) to impress upon them “the risks of an unsuccessful ritual performance”
.

Some outcasts were even settled in active geothermic areas, representing the Buddhist image of hell, where they conducted purification ceremonies.  This helped to increase the fear that the public had of defilement and its consequences, namely the prospect of bad fortune and circumstances in their next life, so that they would be even further attracted to Buddhism to avoid such a situation
.  Also, since the Muromachi regime was taking a cautious attitude towards religious establishments
, Buddhist institutions were having to find new sources of income.  Activities and tactics like those mentioned above thus helped to provide Buddhist institutions with increased patronage and thus the increase in income that they were searching for.

Opportunities opened up to the eta​-type hisabetsumin as a result of these social conditions so that they in fact became the most privileged of the outcasts.  They generally had stable community lives, economic monopolies on their occupations, including those that were not inherently defiling such as dying and manufacturing bamboo articles, and they were even able to own property
.  Hinin, due to their transience, tended to be less well off economically, but they found it easier to pass back into normal society because of their mobility and less defiled status
.

Eta communities were also able to pass into mainstream society, but it was considerably more difficult for them as they had to make an effort as an entire community to place an emphasis on agricultural production and turn away from the traditional eta trades, which were believed to be defiling
.  Because eta were not as mobile as hinin, they could not move into communities of commoners as easily since it would have meant moving away from their families, homes and jobs.

In 1477 the sengoku-jidai (era of incessant warfare) began.  This continued through until 1573.  This warring period saw the bushi (samurai warriors) take over and increased the need for the production of military equipment.  Consequently, hisabetsumin status was further adapted to meet the needs of the warrior class
.

Many restrictions were placed upon the hisabetsumin by the daimyô during this period.  Nagahara states, however, that these restrictions were not due to prejudice against outcasts, but were “motivated by the desire of the daimyô to ensure that they more readily responded to the demands made upon them”
.  This lack of open prejudice against hisabetsumin by the ruling class is also evidenced in Toyotomi period Taikô survey records, which do not refer to the term ‘eta’, but rather to terms such as ‘kawaramono’ and ‘kawata’, which are recognised at being considerably less derogatory terms
.  Furthermore, Ooms states that the people who were identified as eta did not internalise the ‘mainstream ideological representation’ of their group, but rather called themselves ‘kawata’
.

Discrimination against hisabetsumin in this period was practiced mainly by commoners due to the fact that commoner prejudice against outcasts was being agitated by Buddhist ritual practices.  Buddhists stereotyped eta as a profoundly negative social group in order to discourage people from turning away from Buddhism, for fear that they would be reborn as eta in their next life, and thus encourage more people in.  The idea of the defiled nature of the eta was thus hardened during this time
.

In summary, the warrior class became more active in the few centuries preceding the Tokugawa period and then began to make use of hisabetsumin, which caused a further change in status for a number of the outcast groups.  Buddhist institutions intensified their own use of outcasts in ritual and performance (this will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 2) in order to gain greater patronage and income.  Both of these changes translated into a rise in economic status for the hisabetsumin who were connected to the temples and shrines or who were involved in military production for the warrior class.  On the negative side, it caused further social separation from the rest of society as their position alongside it was further defined and solidified.

The Shift into the Tokugawa Period

The discussion up until this point has built up a reasonably detailed picture of the origins of hisabetsumin, their progression through the early periods, their status leading up to the crossover into the Tokugawa period and the aspects of Japanese society that caused their origins and shaped their cultural and inter-social development through these times.  What can now be looked at is, therefore, the cultural shift of the nation into the Tokugawa period and whether the status of hisabetsumin was maintained through this social transformation, or if hisabetsumin groups were instead reformed to the extent that the bridge between the pre-Tokugawa hisabetsumin and the Tokugawa outcasts is not sufficient to prove a connection between them.

In the 1560s, the country was fragmenting due to both the constant battling between daimyô, which had been occurring over the lengthy sengoku-jidai warring period, and the lack of centralised government.  In 1573, however, Oda Nobunaga took over from both the exiled shogun and the emperor, and he set about centralising the nation once more.  Both Nobunaga and his successor, Toyotomi Hideyoshi, forced the lower classes into subjugation, confiscated their swords, carried out land surveys and forced the peasants into agricultural work.  Nobunaga then legitimised himself by appropriating religious symbolism, declaring that his regime was to be a “divine autocracy”
.

In 1591, under Hideyoshi, the Social Status Control Ordinance was promulgated, in which a class system was formed with the warrior class at the top.  Beneath them, in order of social level, were the peasant, artisan and merchant classes
.  Outside the class system were senmin (humble people), which was an outcast class that included the general eta and hinin outcast groups.  It is generally agreed that the social structure, rather than being restructured into class groupings, was instead frozen so that everybody suddenly found themselves categorised into a class level based on their occupation or social status.  In other words, people were not redistributed into a different social level, but rather remained on the same level and were redefined
.  Thus, people who were involved in farming were defined as being part of the peasant class, those associated with trades were defined as part of the artisan class, and the upper classes were defined as being part of the warrior class.  It is not unreasonable to assume that hisabetsumin, who had always been seen as outsiders and who were separated from mainstream society, were therefore defined as being located outside the class system as senmin and were not included within any of the main four castes.

Tokugawa period hinin are identified as having had occupations such as beggars, prostitutes, itinerant entertainers, diviners, fugitives, mediums and religious wanderers
.  Eta were leather workers, animal slaughterers, people who handled the dead, executioners, hereditary crafts-people and other such occupations
.  It can be seen here that both groups were still engaged in essentially the same kinds of occupations as they had been before the 17th century.  Hinin were still associated with transient occupations and livelihoods, and eta were still involved in work that was either seen as being defiling or that they had retained localised monopolies on.

Despite these kinds of similarities, there were still a number of changes to the status of the outcasts.  Hinin became somewhat more privileged than eta due to the fact that their occupational transience meant that they could still become commoners, though it was with more difficulty than in the past due to the solidification of the social structure
.  Being eta, however, became to be seen as being hereditary due to the fact that their permanently defiled state was believed to be passed on to their children.  It was consequently very rare
 for a person born as eta to escape into mainstream society
.

Eta found their socio-economic status worsen considerably due to the fact that the centralisation of the country caused the end of the warring period and the emergence of a time of peace, ending the call for the military production that many eta communities had built their lives upon
.  The demand for ritual performance also decreased and so many of the residents of sanjo districts had to migrate into other outcast communities and take up new occupations
.

After famines decimated around a third of the peasant population in 1640 and 1642
, the bakufu became more concerned with increasing the nation’s agricultural production levels and so focused on maximising the productivity of the peasant class by restructuring peasant life through edicts and legislation that, for instance, restricted birth rates and dwelling size
.  This also affected the outcast communities as their dwelling size became highly restricted in accordance with their lowly status so that productive land area could be increased
.  Their population, however, increased to the extent that many hisabetsumin communities became vastly overpopulated.  Furthermore, many outcasts were put to work on unproductive land that had become vacant with the death of a significant proportion of the peasant class in the famines, which further worsened their economic conditions
.

Ooms states that “it would be wrong to assume that a peasant society that is subjected to such a set of norms is no different from one that is not”
.  This is a parallel argument to the one that is used by scholars who theorise that the eta of the Tokugawa period cannot be connected to the pre-Tokugawa eta group.  De Vos, for instance, states that “in several ways the Eta caste is essentially a Tokugawa phenomenon, for it is in this period of some 250 years of internal peace that the Eta were pressured by legal and extra-legal forces into a distinct out-caste and untouchable segment of society”
.  In other words, the argument is that the legal forces that were applied to the eta outcast group transformed them into a group that was distinct from the eta of the pre-Tokugawa periods.

Some examples of the legislation that was enacted against senmin are the restriction of clothing that they could wear, the prohibition of entry into towns at night, the prohibition of having windows that faced the street, the restriction of entry into religious sites, the restriction of hairstyle and footwear that they were allowed, the prohibition from buying land, the prohibition of entry into peasant homes and in some areas they had to identify themselves by wearing a patch of leather on their arms
.  This legislation was not all of a national origin, however, as much of the control over outcast communities was decentralised
 and the central government, as it had done in the past, largely ignored the outcast problem.  The government excluded all outcasts from the national census from 1720
, left much of the governing of senmin communities to their own self-governing bodies
, and only restricted the outcasts if their population began to grow to such an extent that it started to cause a disturbance in neighbouring peasant communities
.

The reason that senmin communities were such an issue towards the end of the Tokugawa period, and that they became so visible, is because of their dramatic increase in population compared with the national Japanese rate of increase at the time. The outcast population grew six-fold between 1720 and 1850 while the overall population of Japan remained relatively the same
.  This was due to two main factors, the first of which was that senmin communities did not have their birth rates restricted, as was the case with the peasant population, so they were less likely to practice infanticide
.  The second reason is that many senmin were able to eat meat during famines, thanks to their monopoly on meat production, whereas much of the peasant population starved as they generally relied solely on the produce of their fields for food, the failing of which caused the famines.  The resulting dramatic increase in visibility of senmin communities over the Tokugawa period is one of the main reasons why they are identified them as having been a purely Tokugawa phenomenon.

Another reason that senmin are seen as being a Tokugawa issue is that while the government largely ignored senmin, it still found them to be a useful segment of society because it could utilise them to evade the dissatisfaction of the farmers.  When the government attempted to force more and more labour out of the peasant communities through restricting their living space, population and even the kinds of food that they could eat, it could always point to the existence of senmin to show the peasants that “lowest knows no bounds” 
.  The visible social levels that existed below the peasants forced them to accept the poor conditions that they faced as they understood that they were not at the bottom of the social scale and that there was the possibility that they could face even worse conditions if they angered the authorities.  This was a similar method to the fear method that Buddhists used in the preceding periods, as was discussed earlier in this chapter.

The increase in visibility of senmin communities, due to their increase in population, caused harsher regulation against them, but even though eta culture may have been transformed to some extent by this regulation, this does not necessarily imply that they were completely reformed into a new social group.  Eta and hinin, as mentioned above, still performed the same kinds of functions as they had always done, and as senmin they were still seen as being separate from mainstream society, just as they had always been perceived.  The non-transient senmin continued to live in the same kinds of areas as they had lived in before the 17th century, such as sanjo areas, riverbeds and hillsides, though some of them migrated to different defiled zones as the demand for certain trades fluctuated
.  What it is important to note here is that they were transformed but not deconstructed, and that their change in circumstance did not result in a disconnection from their past.

There was a certain amount of incorporation, however, that caused some of the sub-groups of hisabetsumin to disappear as recognisably distinct groups.  One such group was the shômonji (ritual performers during the 14th and 15th centuries
) who were incorporated into other outcast groups as demand for ritual performance declined.  Further evidence of this incorporation is that there were people who did not engage in ‘traditional’ hisabetsumin occupations until their status was conferred upon them
.  There were also people who were not necessarily considered to be outcasts before the class system was created, but who became outcasts due to their social positions, as was the case with beggars, criminals, and opponents of the political system, and were consequently incorporated into outcast communities or groups.  Thus, while some outcast groups were deconstructed, the people who comprised them were still considered to be outcasts after the dissolution of their group, and were subsequently integrated into other outcast groupings.

The important point to note is that the changes that occurred in the Tokugawa period were just extensions of the same kinds of changes that hisabetsumin had seen throughout their history.  Despite the fact that Tokugawa changes may have been somewhat more extreme, it did not spell the end of one outcast populace and the formation of another, but rather the further transformation of hisabetsumin into an increasingly oppressed outcast class.  As I have discussed in the previous sections in this chapter, this kind of change was nothing new as hisabetsumin had seen a number of similar changes in status in the thousand or so years preceding the Tokugawa period in which some sub-groups disappeared and some were incorporated into other sub-groups, and demand for the trades and positions that they were involved in rose and fell.

Conclusions

The evidence discussed in this chapter demonstrates that the hisabetsumin who eventually became the modern day Burakumin did, in fact, originate considerably earlier than the Tokugawa period and that they can be directly connected to the Tokugawa period eta-hinin, who are known to have become the modern-day Burakumin.  Further to this, their origins were almost completely due to national religious beliefs, specifically a mix of Shinto notions of defilement through contact with death and the strengthening and extension of this concept to include concepts of defilement through contact with dead animals, as well as through secondary contact with people who had been in primary contact with defilement, which occurred with the spread of Buddhism around the country from the 7th century.

The progression through the periods towards the Tokugawa period saw a number of changes to the status of the outcasts.  Outcast groups were appropriated by both Shinto shrines and Buddhist temples for use in purification ceremonies, various rituals, duties that were considered to be defiling and a number of other activities.  As monetary support from the state declined, the temples and shrines intensified their use of outcasts in evangelising the commoner population in order to draw more people in and thus generate more income.  This use of outcasts began to solidify the mainstream perception of their social status.

As the warrior class emerged in the 15th century, many outcasts migrated to towns and cities in order to earn a living by catering to the needs of these centres of population.  During this time the eta became more privileged than the hinin, and many outcasts saw a rise in social status due to the call on their professions and their connections with both aristocracy  (discussed further in Chapter 2) and powerful temples.

The advent of the Tokugawa period, however, saw the social status of outcasts, along with that of everybody else, frozen by the Social Status Control Ordinance.  Thus, the hinin once again became more privileged than the eta as they were able, with some effort, to escape their social status, whereas the eta found themselves unable to integrate themselves into mainstream communities.  Also, with the end of the warring period and a time of peace imposed, many of the eta lost their occupations, which had involved both providing materials for and catering to the warrior class.

It is without question, however, that despite the major political and social changes that occurred at the beginning of the Tokugawa period, society still needed people to perform traditionally defiling duties such as leather working, grave digging, tanning and funeral conduction.  Furthermore, it is plain to see from the discussion in this chapter that, with the steady increase in the level of social separation of the outcasts from the rest of society in the periods that led up to the Tokugawa period, the occupations and practices that the hisabetsumin were associated with also became to be perceived as increasingly undesirable and considerably more defiling to the mainstream population.

The advent of the Tokugawa period feudal system did not herald the sudden loss of the mainstream prejudices and ideological beliefs concerning the hisabetsumin and the work and duties that they were associated with.  The only people who were able to continue on with duties and occupations such as those mentioned above were the same people who had performed them in the past, namely, the outcasts.  Nagahara agrees with this as he states that “the status of the hisabetsumin was a response of medieval society so that it could have specific indispensable social and economic functions performed, and this was the very reason why the status had to be retained, albeit with some adjustments, into the Tokugawa period”
.  There is thus an ample amount of evidence to show that the arguments that were discussed at the beginning of this chapter, that the Tokugawa period outcasts were distinct from the pre-Tokugawa hisabetsumin, are false.
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