
Yamada Yūji

How Deities (kami) and Buddhas (hotoke) Relate
to Defilement and Impurity

Translator’s note

It must have been on a wintry day more than twenty years ago when the 
incident happened that led me to translate the article of Professor Yamada Yūji 
now. I think that the circumstances of that day have very much to do with what 
is dealt with in this article, so I ask the reader to have some patience and let me 
describe brief ly what occurred on that day.

It was just a day or two before New Year’s Day. I was walking through the valley 
of the mountain village in northern Japan where I did my fieldwork. My intention 
was to pay a visit to the family of the friend who had taken me in like a member of 
the family during my first year of fieldwork. As I am accustomed to do, as I walked 
along I dropped in here and there to see old acquaintances. When I finally arrived 
at my friend’s house and was about to enter its premises, I noticed the grandmother 
behind the house, busy putting up a gohei 御幣, a bamboo stick adorned with a 
white streamer, at a small stream of clear running water. The gohei was an offering 
to the deity that provided the house’s source of water, the suijin 水神. Before I could 
announce my presence, she had noticed me. She turned towards me and said, 
“Hello, Knecht-san. Where have you come from? What houses did you visit on the 
way here?” When I named the places I had dropped into, she said, “Too bad! But 
anyway, come in and have a rest.”

I was led to the table in the room where the family usually gathers, and soon 
the old woman brought to me a tray with a small bottle of cold sake and a dish 
of pickled vegetables. Serving cold sake on a cold day was certainly something 
unusual, but the apology that the woman offered with it explained everything. 
She said, “Please forgive me for serving only cold food and drink. But you know, 
for several years in a row we couldn’t celebrate the New Year because several 
deaths had occurred in our family. This year will be the first time in a long time 
that we have a chance to celebrate. I’m sure you can understand that we don’t 
want to waste that chance. But that’s alright, take your time and enjoy the little 
bit of food and drink I can offer you.”

There are two different, yet mutually related, aspects to this little incident. 
The reason why she first asked me what families I had visited earlier in the day 
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and why she had said “Too bad!” after I had told her, was that in one of the 
families I had visited, a person had died that summer. For the same reason, i.e., 
a death in the family, she had not been able to make the New Year decorations 
for her family’s deities (神 kami) for several years. This is the first aspect. The 
second aspect is that, since I had told the woman of my visit to a house where 
a death had occurred rather recently, she had assumed that I might have been 
offered some cooked, warm food. It made her fear that by eating that food I had 
been contaminated by a kind of impure aura hovering about that house and its 
inhabitants. It was the aura of kegare 穢, of impurity or defilement, which not 
only contaminates the immediately concerned people and prevents them from 
performing the rites for the deities, but also contaminates otherwise unrelated 
people if they partake of warm food prepared on that family’s hearth. That is 
why the woman said “Too bad!” and why she did not offer me any warm food. 
Cold food was the only thing she could safely offer me. Cold food, people think, 
does not transmit impurity and, therefore, does not cause misfortune.

During my stays in that village I had occasion to encounter many situations 
in which people were concerned about purity or impurity and defilement. They 
were afraid that carelessness about kegare could have negative reverberations of 
various kinds for their families’ health, for the safety of their work, and for the 
crops of their fields.

In the article translated below, Professor Yamada Yūji traces the long 
history and development of consciousness about purity and its opposite, 
impurity and defilement. This consciousness has, as he shows, roots in 
an ancient past, but the incident I was involved in demonstrates that the 
development through Japanese history did not end at the entry to our modern 
age.

I wish to thank Professor Yamada for his gracious agreement to have his 
informative article translated and for his help in translating the old documents. 
I think the article is a good guide not only to the history of an important aspect 
of Japanese religious thinking, but also to the understanding of present-day 
ordinary people’s religious feeling. Finally, I thank Edmund Skrzypczak for his 
(as always) patient and unfailing help with my English.

Note: Round brackets ( ) stand either for brackets in the Japanese original 
or for Japanese terms and their spelling. Square brackets [ ] indicate additions 
by the translator.

                                                                                                                       (Peter Knecht)
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Introductory Remarks

In Japanese history, phenomena related to defilement (穢 kegare) have been 
an important matter for discussion. The topic has been tackled from various 
viewpoints, such as history, literature, religion, anthropology, and folklore studies. 
The concept of defilement, while undergoing many changes, has been transmitted 
from ancient times down to the present. It is a useful concept, but it also gives rise to 
various problems.

The definition of defilement differs from researcher to researcher, but generally 
speaking it is a term that designates a state that is not clean but dirty, and therefore 
bad, and it can be used to characterize time, space, matter, the [human] body, and 
behavior. Because of attempts by human beings to avoid such a state, the term has 
become established as having a social meaning.

When we go back in time to look for the term “defilement” we can find it in the 
text quoted below from the first part of the section “The Age of the Gods” in the 
Kojiki 古事記 [Records of Ancient Matters].1 At the end of the seventh generation 
of deities, Izanagi and Izanami appeared. After they had given birth to the Land of 
the Great Eight Islands and to a variety of deities, Izanami, in consequence of her 
having given birth to the fire deity Kagutsuchi, divinely retired [died] and proceeded 
to the Land of Yomotsu (黄泉 yomi) [the netherworld]. In pursuit of her, Izanagi 
went to the Land of Yomotsu, but although he requested a meeting with her, she 
refused to meet, saying that she had already partaken of [food from] the hearth of 
Yomotsu. Izanagi was warned not to look at her, yet he disregarded the prohibition. 
When he saw Izanami, her body was infested with maggots; her appearance was so 
unbearable he fled in terror. At the Hira Pass of Yomotsu he blocked the road with 
a large boulder in order to make any future meeting impossible. The text says:

Therefore the Great Deity the Male-Who-Invites [Izanagi] said, “Nay! Hideous! 
I have come to a hideous and polluted land, ― I have! So I will perform the 
purification of my august person.” So he went out to a plain (covered with) ahagi 
at a small river-mouth near Tachibana in Himuka in (the island of) Tsukushi, and 
purified and cleansed himself. [Cited from Chamberlain 1982: 44.]

Accordingly, the Land of Yomotsu was “a hideous and polluted land” [an extremely 
disgusting land]. So after having visited that place, Izanagi said he had to purify 
his body by performing ablution. “So he went out to a plain (covered with) ahagi 
[bush clover?] at a small river-mouth near Tachibana in Himuka in (the island) of 
Tsukushi,” where he cleansed himself by ablution.

1. Kurano and Takeda 1958: 65–69.
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There is one more place in the Kojiki where [the term] defilement (kegare) turns 
up in relation to death. It is the burial scene of Ame-waka-hiko [Heavenly Young 
Prince] in the section on the Handover of the Land. When the deity Aji-shiki-taka-
hiko-ne arrived in order to mourn for Ame-waka-hiko, he was mistakenly taken to 
be the latter having come to life again. He became angry and said: “Why should I be 
likened to an unclean dead person?” It is recorded that upon this he destroyed the 
house of mourning.2 

From these records we see that there was an awareness of defilement in connection 
with death, and that this defilement was avoided. We can also see that, in a situation 
where a person had come into contact with defilement, that person’s body had to be 
cleansed. Yet, because the use of the word defilement (穢 kegare) is not identical in 
both of the ancient records, the Kojiki and the Nihon Shoki 日本書紀 [also Nihongi. 
Chronicles of Japan], we cannot easily conclude that the state of defilement as it 
appears in the myths of these ancient records coincides with the provisions about 
defilement established in the ritsuryō (律令) system of the eighth century. We can 
safely say, however, that the idea that lies at the core of the term is the same.3 

Thereafter, by the time of the introduction of the ritsuryō system and with some 
influence from China, the idea developed further, [passing] through the Kōnin 
Rules (弘仁式) of 820 and the Jōgan Rules (貞観式) of 871, until the delineation of 
it in nine paragraphs on extraordinary celebrations for heavenly and earthly deities 
in the Engi Shiki 延喜式 [Procedures of the Engi Era, 901–922], which became the 
standard delineation of defilement from then on. So in Shinto, purity (清浄 seijō) 
was valued, and its absolute opposite, defilement, was strictly avoided by the practice 
of ablutions (禊 misogi) and exorcisms (祓 harae).

In Buddhism, on the other hand, there is the idea of the unclean, a way of 
viewing bodily uncleanliness as being connected with carnal desire, a state that 
can be remedied by contemplating the five kinds of uncleanliness (五種不浄 goshu 
fujō) [caused by worldly desires] and by contemplation of the nine stages in the 
changes of a corpse (九想観 kusōkan).4 The five kinds of uncleanliness are: prenatal 
uncleanliness (uncleanliness because the womb where the embryo lives is filled 
with bad-smelling filth); uncleanliness of the sperm (the bodily product that is the 
result of karmic fire caused by the carnal desire of father and mother is unclean); 
the body’s outward uncleanliness (from head to feet the body is covered with 

2. Chamberlain 1982: 44 and 116; Japanese original Kurano and Takeda 1958: 117–119.
3. There are many studies on kegare 穢 in ancient times. Some of the outstanding ones 

are Okada 1989, Yamamoto Kōji 1992, Mitsuhashi 2010. Kataoka 2014, too, is 
quite valuable.

4. Hirota 1983: 59–62.
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uncleanliness, which cannot be cleansed no matter what clothes, what ablutions, and 
what kind of food one might employ to cleanse it); uncleanliness of one’s own body 
(the unclean effluents and effluvia that the body produces at all times from the nine 
bodily openings); final uncleanliness (after death, when there is distension, decay, 
and finally white bones; among all corpses the human corpse is the most unclean). 
This means that everything is taken to be unclean from the beginning of life until 
one becomes white bones after death. In the contemplation of the nine changes of 
a corpse one contemplates the phases [of decay] from a human being’s death until 
it has become white bones. One is to contemplate the dirtiness of the flesh in order 
to subdue one’s worldly passions and desires.5 Buddhism takes this world to be a 
defiled earth and the fleshly body to be a defiled body.

In this essay I shall reflect first on how [the concept of] defilement in Shinto 
changed and [eventually] became established, then on what influences this had 
on Buddhism, and finally on how, so influenced, uncleanliness was dealt with and 
overcome in Buddhism.

1.Deities (kami) and Buddhas Value Cleanliness

At Shinto shrines cleanliness was greatly valued and defilement determinedly 
eliminated. The opening chapter of the Ruijū Sandai Kyaku 類聚三代格 [Collection 
of Edicts from Three Reigns]6 includes the following edict from Emperor Shōmu on 
shrine matters:

Edict. Reject misfortune, invite good fortune. This task is to be entrusted to the 
otherworld. Honor the deities, respect the buddhas. Therefore, care for cleanliness 
first. That is how it is now. This applies to the shrines of heavenly and earthly deities 
in all lands. Many animals of all sorts roam there and spread an unclean smell. 
Rituals are to honor the deities. But this is not as it should be. Governors and high 
officials should take upon themselves the mitegura (幣帛) [offerings], the humble 
cleaning tasks, and the yearly celebrations.
                                                  Second year of Jinki [725], seventh month, twentieth day

This edict appears in an almost identical wording in the entry for the second year 
of Jinki (725), seventh month, seventeenth day of the Shoku Nihongi 続日本紀 
[Nihongi Continued].7 The edict of the Ruijū Sandai Kyaku praises cleanliness 
as coming first in honoring the deities and respecting the buddhas, yet because 

5. Yamamoto and Nishiyama 2009.
6. Kuroita 2004: 6.
7. Aoki et al. 1990: 160–161.
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the text that then follows concerns shrines, we can suppose that this edict had 
been published for shrines. On the other hand, after having said, “humbly do the 
cleaning and perform the yearly celebrations,” the Shoku Nihongi goes on to say 
that “all the temples should engage in cleaning. Monks and nuns are ordered to 
recite the Konkōmyō-kyō 金光明経 [Golden Splendor Sutra], and should the sutra 
not be available, they should turn [the pages of] the Saishōō-kyō 最勝王経, the 
sutra for the peace of the State.” So we can suppose that the edict had also been 
issued for temples. Therefore, for temples, too, cleanliness is required, and there 
were “cleaners” ( jōnin 浄人) in all temples, people [especially] in charge of temple 
cleanliness as it is mentioned in the entry for the seventh day of the fifth month in 
the seventeenth year of Tempyō.8 

That temples were to be kept clean can also be found in an edict of Emperor 
Genshō listed in an entry for the fifteenth day in the fifth month of the second 
year of Reiki (716) in the Shoku Nihongi. It says, “The basis for giving respect 
and honor to the teachings of Buddha is modesty; the first thing in governing 
and maintaining the buildings of a temple is cleanliness…. If the living quarters 
of monks and nuns are not maintained, if horses and cows gather [in temple 
precincts], if the temple grounds become a neglected wasteland, the immensely 
precious Buddha images gather unclean dust over a long time, and the sutra scrolls 
bearing the profound teachings of Buddha cannot be protected for long against 
wind and rain. We hear that for many years there has been no sign of steps to stop 
this.”9 It is thus affirmed that what maintains the temple buildings is cleanliness. 
It was believed that, if shrines and temples are not in a clean state, both deities and 
buddhas are unable to wield their powers and are unable to protect the State and 
the populace. So at this stage there was as yet no difference between shrines and 
temples in the use of defilement in the sense, it seems, of a state of being dirty (汚い 
kitanai) or disgusting (汚らわしい kegarawashii).

From the end of the eighth and into the beginning of the ninth century a 
change came about in this regard. In connection with the onryō (怨霊 vengeful 
spirit) of the Imperial Prince Sawara, the following text can be found in the Nihon 
Kiryaku 日本紀略 [Outline Record of Japan],10 in the entry for the seventeenth day 
of the sixth month in the eleventh year of Enryaku (792).11 

8. Aoki et al. 1992: 10– 11.
9. Aoki et al. 1990: 10–13.
10. Kokushi Taikei Henshū Kai 1985: 266.
11. On Imperial Prince Sawara and his vengeful spirit (onryō), see Yamada Yūji 2011a.
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In the edict of the past ninth year of Enryaku [790], the country of Awaji had been 
ordered to provide a guard for the mound of a certain Imperial Prince (Sudō Tennō). 
The matter had been entrusted, as a special obligation, to the district governor. But 
no guard was provided, and a curse resulted. Therefore, from now on a moat should 
be built at the foot of the mound to avoid further wanton defilement. 

According to the edict issued by Emperor Kammu in the ninth year of Enryaku, the 
country of Awaji was to put a guard at the mound of the Imperial Prince Sawara and 
to entrust the governor in particular with the protection of the mound. Yet, since 
control was slack, a curse (祟り tatari) resulted. For that reason the emperor ordered 
a dry moat to be dug around the mound in order to prevent the occurrence of any 
further filthy disturbances. The text cited above is a record of that order.

In the section on a former emperor’s mausoleum in the Sōsō Ryō 喪葬令 [Rules 
on Funerals],12 it is said, “For the mausoleum of a former emperor a [professional] 
guard has to be entrusted with its protection. When there is no such guard to 
protect the mausoleum, then the temporary guard [chosen] should be replaced after 
ten years. In the sacred [tabooed] area (兆域 chōiki) no burial is to take place, and no 
tilling of the soil, no raising of cattle, no felling of trees is allowed.” What this means 
is that either a professional guard must be placed at an Imperial Mausoleum to 
watch over it, or, if no such guard is available, that a man from the ordinary populace 
must be appointed to guard duty. In that case the person should be replaced every 
ten years. Also, because the mausoleum and its surroundings are a sacred area, 
burials of ordinary people, the grazing on it of cows and horses, and the cutting 
down of the trees are forbidden. This is because it was believed that, if such serious 
defilements (汚穢 owai) are transmitted to the mausoleum, the deceased buried 
there will call down a curse.

It is thought that the spirit of the deceased person buried in the mausoleum 
inhabits the mausoleum. The Shikiin Ryō 職員令 [Rules for Employees] determines 
therefore in the section about the administration of mausoleums: “There should be 
one main administrator and a replacement. Their obligation is to worship the spirit 
of the mausoleum and to hold funerals and [other] rites concerning inauspicious 
matters. This holds for all mausoleums. A record must be made of the names of 
all mausoleum guards.”13 This makes it the task of all guards of mausoleums to 
worship the spirit dwelling in the mausoleum they guard. By worship (祭 matsuri) 
it is meant the offering of nosaki 荷前 [first fruits] that takes place in the twelfth 
month, yet worship is not restricted to this one offering alone. In order to deal with 

12. Inoue 1976: 434.
13. Inoue 1976: 170.
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a variety of purposes, special offerings were made at irregular times. As for the 
“spirit of a mausoleum,” it came to be understood with the advent of the Kammu 
Era that the curse of a vengeful spirit, like the one by the Imperial Prince Sawara in 
the first instance, took either the form of an illness inflicted upon the emperor or 
the crown prince, or the form of conflagrations. Hence, the mausoleum of a curse’s 
creator had to be well maintained and respectfully worshiped in order to appease 
the spirit. In this way, it seems, the establishment of a close association between 
a mausoleum and the spirit of the mausoleum, namely the spirit of the deceased 
person buried there, became the normal state of affairs.14 

The first instance of the term defilement being used with a special meaning in 
relation to deities seems to be found in the Shoku Nihon Kōki 続日本後紀 [Later 
Records on Japan Continued], in the entry for the eleventh day in the ninth month 
of the third year of Shōwa (836).15 

Okano Ō, the Sa Hyōgo no Kami to the Left Junior Fifth Rank, Upper Grade, 
and others were sent to the Grand Shrine of Ise. They were to deliver the message 
that, on the ninth day of this month, defilement (穢 kegare) had occurred at the 
Imperial Palace. Therefore, an offering of heihaku 幣帛 [silk or paper] at the 
Kanname 神嘗 Festival [Festival of the Offering of the First Fruits to the Deities] 
could not be made.

Because of defilement at the Imperial Court, the offering for the Kanname Festival 
at the Grand Shrine of Ise was cancelled. The “defilement” mentioned here can, I 
believe, be taken to mean the same as “defilement” as described in the Engi Shiki. 
Among the defilements shunned by the shrines are those caused by the death of an 
animal occurring within the precincts of a shrine, or by the intrusion of a polluted 
person into the shrine premises. In such cases the causes have to be removed, and 
for the worst case—the defilement of the shrine itself—the measures to be taken 
were recorded in a manual. The reason for this is that it was thought a deity who 
had come into contact with some defilement would react by uttering a curse, after 
which disasters would occur, such as the outbreak of an epidemic, or the sudden 
start of a war, that would spread throughout the whole community. In this view, 
the mausoleum where the spirit of the Imperial Prince Sawara, who had become a 
vengeful spirit, dwelt, was prone to inflict calamities (祟り tatari). When a calamity 
in fact occurred as a result of contagion by defilement, could this phenomenon then 
not lead people to think that a deity might also send down a curse after its shrine 
had come into contact with defilement? When considerably later, in the eleventh 

14. Tanaka 1995: 133.
15. Mitsuhashi 1989. See Saeki 1940: 93.
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century, something uncanny (怪異 kaii) happened and a divination performed on the 
gallery of the Imperial Palace diagnosed it as the result of “an irregular ritual and a 
defiled environment,” an offering was made [to placate the deity before something 
terrible happened].16 

The avoidance of defilement was required from the shrines as well as from the 
emperor. Centuries later, in a proposal to be offered to the Court in the second year 
of Chōkyō (1488), on the sixteenth day of the fourth month Yoshida Kanetomo 
wrote:17 

In the Palace, purity and defilement must be defined and separated. The book of 
rites for the deities explains: Defilement is an evil and impure matter. It is where 
evil, demonic deities are present. Purity has been established as the accepted rule 
for generations. If such a thing happens in the Imperial Palace, defilement of a 
contaminated hall continues for a number of days. For that reason the building is 
not to be entered as long as defilement lasts. A signboard [warning of the danger] 
has to be put up at the place.

In other words, if some defilement occurs in the Imperial Palace, a signboard has to 
be put up that shows for how many days the polluted building’s period of defilement 
continues and makes it clear that entry into the area is forbidden. It was believed 
that if the emperor were to come into contact with defilement it would result in his 
misfortune [illness] and so have a great influence on society. For that reason, the 
occurrence of defilement was extremely feared.

Defilement was a matter of concern in Buddhism, too. In an entry for the 
second day in the third month of the first year of Banju (1024), it is mentioned in the 
Shō Yūki 小右記 [Diary of Ono no Miya, the Minister to the Right] that, because a 
child’s dead body had been discovered under the floorboards in the monks’ quarters 
at the temple Hōjō-ji (法成寺), the result was a defilement period of thirty days, so 
that a memorial service scheduled for the tenth of the month was cancelled:18 

It was said that defilement caused by death had occurred in the quarters of 
Fujiwara Michinaga. A memorial rite in the hall was postponed. The two councilors 
(Fujiwara Tsunemichi and Sukehira) arrived. The Head of the Guard to the Right 
(Tsunemichi) [said]: There is a child’s body under the boards of the f loor in the 
monks’ quarters at Hōjō-ji. A dog had eaten part of it and dragged it in…. The result 
is defilement for thirty days, and the memorial service on the tenth day is cancelled.

16. Yamada Yūji 2003 (republished in 2014: 212–232).
17. Kuroita 2003: 144.
18. Tokyo Daigaku Shiryō Hensansho Hen 1987: 15.



142 Japanese Religions 42 (1 & 2)

It seems clear that in the course of time, as the idea of defilement spread, when 
defilement occurred at temples it came to be avoided there, too. Furthermore, when 
a person became defiled, it was only natural that such a person had to abstain not 
only from visiting a shrine, but also from visits to temples, too.19 

2. Defilement in the Konjaku Monogatari Shū

Defilement began with Shinto, but as the idea [gradually] spread, awareness of 
defilement also appeared in Buddhism. Here I will examine material from the 
Konjaku Monogatari Shū 今昔物語集 [Collection of Tales of Times Now Past]20 in 
order to reflect on this point.21 

In Volume 16, we find Tale 28: “How a Man Visited Hasse to Ask Kannon 
for Help in Gaining Riches.” It tells the story of a young samurai who visited Hase 
temple to pray before Kannon. He says: “I am a poor fellow, one who has not the 
least to rely on. If I have to end this way in this world, I eagerly wish to die in front of 
you. If you can, grant me a little bit of support, then show it to me in a dream. If it is 
impossible, I will stay here.” Saying this he prostrated himself before the Buddha. At 
this point the monks of the temple noticed him and said, “Who’s this man? What’s 
he doing? From the looks of him, it seems as if he’s starving. If he dies here, it would 
mean defilement for the temple. Who would then be responsible for him?” That is 
their reaction as it is recorded. The monks were afraid that the situation would lead 
to defilement of the temple.22 

Again, in Volume 29 of the [same] Konjaku Monogatari Shū, there is Tale 17: 
“How People Came to the Temple Koya-dera in the Country of Settsu to Steal 
the Bell.” It is the story of a monk about eighty years old, who came to the temple 
Koya-dera 小屋寺 (Kon’yō-ji 昆陽寺) in Settsu to ask for shelter. The temple’s head 
priest provided accommodations for him at the bell tower and arranged that the 
monk would ring the bell in place of the monk normally in charge of the job. For 

19. Tokyo Daigaku Shiryō Hensansho Hen 1987: 15. Entries for the 17th day in the 
1st month of the 1st year of Tengen [978], for the 18th day in the 2nd month of the 
5th year of Tengen [982], and for the 17th day in the 10th month of the 1st year of 
Shōryaku [990] show that people refrained from pilgrimages to the temples Kiyomizu-
dera and Hase-dera.

20. For the texts of the Konjaku Monogatari Shū I have used the New Series of Japanese 
Classical Literature published by Iwanami. 

21. In connection with this problem the research of Watanabe Sadamaro 1994: 86–99 
is most valuable. Defilement (kegare 穢), purity ( jō 浄), and impurity ( fujō 不浄) in the 
Konjaku Monogatari Shū are carefully discussed by Takahashi 1987 and Nakane 1997.

22. Ikegami 1993: 542–547.
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two nights the old monk struck the bell, but on the third day the monk in charge of 
ringing the bell thought he would like to see who the monk was who rang it. So he 
went to the bell tower, but when he peeked in he saw that the old monk was dead. 
He went, therefore, to see the head priest of the hall and told him in confusion: “The 
old monk is dead. What shall we do?” The head priest, utterly surprised at this, 
went to the bell tower, and when “he opened the door just a little bit to peek in,” he 
saw that the old monk was indeed dead. The head priest, therefore, closed the door 
and went to announce to the monks of the temple what had happened. They got 
angry and [deriding the priest] said, “So you’ve lodged a petty old monk. Now wasn’t 
that a great virtuous deed, to bring defilement down onto the temple?” They then 
said, “However, now it can’t be helped. Let’s call upon people of the village to take 
the body away and dispose of it.” So they called the people of the village together. 
But the people said, “What a dirty matter! With the festival of the shrine so close,” 
and not a single one would lend a hand to remove the deceased.

Later, two men in their thirties turned up, saying that they were searching for 
their father, whose whereabouts had become unknown. They entered the bell tower, 
and when they recognized the dead body they wept bitterly. When night came, they 
brought some forty to fifty people with them. As the body was being carried away, 
a great number of people shouldering weapons also accompanied them. Because 
the hall where the monks lived was far from the bell tower, none of the monks came 
out and watched as the dead body was being carried away. “The monks were all 
afraid. They locked all the doors and shut themselves up inside, when they heard” 
nembutsu prayers to the Buddha being chanted in the pine grove at the foot of the 
mountain behind the temple and gongs being beaten throughout the night until 
the next morning, when [the corpse] was laid to rest. After that, none of the temple 
monks would go anywhere near the bell tower where the man had died. Nobody 
would get close to the place. During the thirty- day period of defilement, not even 
the monk in charge of hitting the bell would go up to strike it. After the thirty-day 
period of defilement was over, the monk in charge of ringing the bell had in mind to 
sweep the area under the bell tower. When he went there to have a look he noticed 
that the great bell was gone. “So that was it,” he thought, “they took advantage of 
laying the old monk to rest to make away with the bell.” Then the temple monks 
gathered many of the villagers and took them to the pine grove, to show them how 
big pine trees had been felled, heaped over the bell, and burnt, and to show them 
the fragments of bronze that were scattered all over. Since nobody had recognized 
any of the people who were involved in what was done, nothing more could be done 
about it. But that is how the temple was left without a bell.23 

23. Mori 1996: 331–335
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What is of great interest in this tale is that the monks were afraid of contracting 
defilement. The point is that they opened the door only a little bit to see the corpse 
and yet would not dispose of the body themselves but wanted to entrust this to 
the people of the village. However, when the people in the village were asked to 
undertake the task, they too refused, because the village’s festival was near and if 
they were defiled, they could not take part in the festivities. And for the villagers as 
well, it was of course important that the shrine itself should not be contaminated by 
any defilement. So, in line with the rules of the Engi Shiki, the bell tower that had 
been defiled by the impurity of a death was closed for thirty days and the bell was 
not rung [during that time]. Yet somehow it happened that during that period the 
bell was stolen and taken away. But, the tale’s evaluation [of the event] is: “It may 
happen that, no matter how many times things actually happen as expected, when 
it comes to having a completely unknown person do something, it is more necessary 
to consider the matter sufficiently and to make allowances for doubt. That is the 
point this story wants to make.” The tale’s conclusion is: Be cautious if an unknown 
person is to do something, and maybe even suspicious. I want to draw attention to 
the fact that, though the bell was stolen while the monks’ minds were paralyzed by 
fear of defilement, the villagers did not turn them into laughingstocks. The villagers 
took it for granted that even the monks would be obliged to observe the rules 
regarding defilement.

That notwithstanding, we can also find in the Konjaku Monogatari Shū a person 
who, contrary to the monks in the foregoing story, chooses compassion over the 
avoidance of defilement. We find this in Tale 44: “Shimo Tsugeno no Atsuyuki, 
the Person who Allowed a Dead Person to be Carried Out Through the Gate of 
His House,” told in Volume 20. It is about the Lieutenant of the Right Division of 
the Inner Palace Guards, Shimo Tsugeno no Atsuyuki, a valet in the guard. In old 
age he became a monk and lived in a house in Saikyō [西京 West Kyoto]. Because his 
neighbor had died, he went to the gate of that house to offer his condolences. When 
he met and talked with the person’s son, the son said that he was planning to convey 
the dead out of the house, but that the gate of the house was situated in an extremely 
unlucky direction. Still, there was nothing else that could be done about it, so he 
declared that he would carry the body out of the house through that gate, despite 
its unlucky direction. But Atsuyuki did not think that would be a wise thing to do. 
Because the dead person had shown him sympathy in the past, Atsuyuki suggested 
to the son that he, Atsuyuki, would tear down some of the fence around his own 
house so that the body could be carried out that way and then through Atsuyuki’s 
gate. When Atsuyuki returned to his house and mentioned this to members of 
his family, they objected, saying they had never heard of any man who would let 
the body of a neighbor be carted through the gate of his own house. But Atsuyuki 
responded, “A man who cares about avoidance has a short life and no descendants. 
But the one who disregards avoidance will have a good [long] life and be rewarded 
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with descendants. If someone acknowledges kindness and then rewards kindness 
without consideration for status, people call that person a real person. Heaven, 
too, will show compassion for this. During his life the deceased several times 
showed compassion to me. So, how could I not reward his kindness? Do not talk 
nonsense.” In this way he brushed aside their objections. He then had part of the 
hinoki 檜 (Japanese cypress) fence of his mansion removed and let the cart with the 
body pass. Later on, what he did became widely known, and people, moved by the 
magnificent compassion shown by his heart, praised him. As if Heaven, too, showed 
compassion with him, Atsuyuki went on to complete a long life of ninety years, and 
his descendants prospered.24 

In the words he spoke at that time, Atsuyuki asserted that a person who 
strictly observed avoidance would have a short life and would not have descendants, 
while one who disregards avoidance may well prolong his life and have prosperous 
descendants. He calls a person who acknowledges kindness and rewards kindness 
without consideration for status a “real person” (人 hito) [a human], and adds that 
Heaven, too, will have compassion. He says that while the neighbor was alive, there 
were occasions when the neighbor showed compassion to him, so how could he not 
return such kindness, and he goes on to say that avoidance that is nothing more 
than a formality is meaningless, and that compassion is more important than any 
avoidance that is only a formality. Among aristocrats, Shinto priests, and Buddhist 
monks permeated by the idea of avoidance of defilement, we see here someone 
who demonstrated by actual conduct that behaving like a “human being” is more 
important than being a hidebound slave to such an idea. That a story about a person 
who puts such a way of thinking into practice is included in the Konjaku Monogatari 
Shū is of great significance.

Thus we see that, on one hand, there were individuals who were not concerned 
about defilement and who did not observe avoidance, but on the other hand, those 
ideas were strictly adhered to at the shrines. In fact, some individual shrines set 
down their own particular practices of avoidance. One document showing this is 
the Shosha Kinki 諸社禁忌 [Avoidance at Shrines], compiled in the early Kamakura 
Period.25 This allows us to recognize from this time on a tendency in which a 
uniform manner of avoiding defilement, such as the one set down in the Engi Shiki, 
was no longer practical, while on the other hand it is possible to recognize here how 
some shrines established rules that suited their own circumstances and endeavored 
to observe them.

24. Komine 1994: 307–309.
25. Mitsuhashi 2009 deals in great detail with the document Shosha Kinki.
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3. Deities who Prefer the Practice of Compassion

By the time of the Kamakura Period the attitude of deities who value the practice 
of compassion more than avoidance becomes clear. Volume 4 of the Hosshin 
Shū 発心集 [Collection of Religious Awakenings]26 of the fourth year of Keian 
(1651), a book printed by woodblocks, includes, under the heading “A Monk on 
Pilgrimage to Hiyoshi Shrine Takes Care of a Dead Person,” the following story:

A monk undertook a hundred-day pilgrimage from the capital to Hiyoshi 
Shrine. One day, when he had done [already] more than eighty days, he met on 
his way to Hiyoshi a young woman in Ōtsu, who was weeping unabashedly, not 
caring about people looking at her. When he approached her and asked why she 
was weeping, the woman said, “You seem to me to be a pilgrim. So I do not think I 
should request something from you.” He hesitated, thinking that maybe he should 
just pass on, but moved by overwhelming compassion he asked her again. She told 
him it was because her mother had died that morning. She had to bury her mother, 
but she had nobody to help her because she was a widow. Her neighbors had said, 
“In this neighborhood many rituals for the deity are carried out. It would, therefore, 
be a very inconvenient thing for us to get involved in.” And so none of them would 
help her. When the monk heard this, he said to himself, “A deity lowers its trace 
into the muddy world because it feels compassion for the people. After hearing her 
story, how can I pass on without showing compassion,” so he performed the burial 
for her. And he felt convinced that, “Really, to have done already more than eighty 
days of the pilgrimage and give up now would be a pity. I didn’t set out to do this 
to make a name for myself. I’ll just go on and see how the deity reacts. Impurity 
from childbirths and deaths is just a provisional taboo.” At dawn he doused himself 
with water and proceeded towards Hiyoshi. When he arrived at Hiyoshi, Jūzen-ji 
Gongen took possession of a miko 巫 [medium] and said through her: “Originally 
I was not a deity. Out of deep compassion I lowered my trace. If it helps to arouse 
belief in a person, then avoidance is just a provisional expedient….A person with 
insight (悟り satori) will instinctively know this. However, do not tell this to other 
people. Rather than considering you to be a person of outstanding compassion, fools 
may perhaps think that you broke the rules wantonly.” So said Jūzen-ji Gongen.

What is of deep interest here is that the woman tries not to let the monk know 
that her mother had died, because the monk appeared to be a person on pilgrimage. 
Knowing that someone making a pilgrimage to temples or shrines is not supposed 

26. Miki 1976: 194–198. Ōsone and Kubota 2000 contains both the woodblock print of 
the fourth year of Keian and the volume of the Jingū Collection. 
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to make it in a state of defilement, she hesitates to tell him the cause of her tears. 
On the other hand, because in the area near the Hiyoshi Shrine many rituals are 
performed for the deities, none of her neighbors wanted to extend a helping hand for 
the funeral, because they did not want to contract defilement. Confronted with this 
problem, the monk, not bothered by the fact that his hundred-day pilgrimage might 
come to naught, took impurity from childbirth or a death to be but a provisional 
taboo and after performing the burial continued his pilgrimage to Hiyoshi Shrine. 
At that moment, one of the deities of the seven Sannō Shrines, the deity of Jūzen-
ji, states in an oracle given through a medium: “Originally I was not a deity. Out of 
deep compassion I became a deity as I lowered my trace. If it helps to arouse belief 
in a person, avoidance is but a provisional expedient (方便 hōben), it is not essential. 
Essential is the practice of compassion.” In stating this, the deity is agreeing with the 
monk’s attitude.

The text mentions that the deity also said: “Do not tell this to other people.” 
The point to notice here is the germination of the idea that avoidance of an outward 
form of defilement may be disregarded, because more important is purity of [one’s] 
heart. The five-volume book [of this document] in the Jingū Collection does 
not contain this text. It can, however, be found in the eight-volume book of the 
woodblock edition of the fourth year of Keian. A similar kind of tale can be found in 
the first volume of the Shaseki Shū 沙石集 [Sand and Pebbles], where it is connected 
with the deity of Yoshino, and in the second volume (乙 otsu) of the Hachiman 
Gudō Kun 八幡愚童訓 [Lessons to the Uneducated About the Wondrous Deeds of 
Hachiman], where it is connected with Iwashimizu. However, because these tales 
appeared later than the Hosshin Shū and do not contain the sentence “Do not tell 
this to other people,” it can be interpreted to mean that from the beginning of the 
thirteenth century deities began to give preference to compassionate behavior over 
avoidance of defilement.27 

On the other hand, there are also tales in the Hosshin Shū where avoidance 
of defilement is important. In Volume 4 of the Jingū Collection’s edition of the 
Hosshin Shū the following tale can be found: “Censure for the Defilement of 
Sannō in the House of the Chamberlain Dainagon.”28 Because the chamberlain 
Dainagon Narimichi had fallen sick, the monk Kanshū Ikō (堪秀已講) visited 
to perform invocations. At that time the deity of Jūzen-ji manifested itself 
to censure his action, “in case there should be any uncleanliness (不浄 fujō).” 
Kanshū responded: “Explain what text of a sutra teaches that avoidance should 

27. Watanabe Sadamaro 1990, republished in 1994: 100–114.
28. Yamaguchi 1981 discusses in detail the question of whether the popular edition (eight 

volumes) and the variant edition (five volumes) of Hosshin Shū are identical, or different.
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be exercised. All teachings hold that there is no such thing as purity or impurity. 
Therefore, to censure a thing that does not exist, does harm to the people 
and greatly misses the point.” Against this the Jūzen-ji deity retorted: “This 
monk is still a student. What kind of immature things he utters! Notice that 
I explain again and again in all letters in the holy texts: observe avoidance. Is 
the scholarship of our monk of a kind that he does not penetrate to the content 
(meaning) of a text?” And he continued: “Although I have lowered my trace in 
order to help sentient beings, I admonish them to shun and avoid [defilement 
from] childbirth and death.” He then challenged Kanshū to produce a sutra text 
stating that death does not have to be shunned. Kanshū gave in to this and said: 
“From now on I will observe avoidance” and he swore to observe avoidance. In the 
end the deity stated: “If someone says that there is no avoidance, it is the statement 
of a person who does not grasp the deep meaning of Buddha’s deepest testimony.” 
What the tale says is that a person who claims that it is acceptable not to observe 
avoidance does not understand the deep mysteries [the heart] of Buddhism. 

The tale’s conclusion is that in the end avoidance is necessary. True, but it also 
reveals the fact that, contrary to the teaching, people had appeared who did not 
observe the rules about avoidance, and in opposition to this, forces endeavoring to 
deny such a stance on the grounds of tradition were also strong.

This is clearly shown in the Shaseki Shū, a text written in the sixth year of 
Kōan (1283), where a deity does not avoid defilement but chooses compassionate 
behavior. In Volume 1 (Section 4), “The Gods Esteem Compassion,”29 it is 
recorded how the venerable priest Jōgambō of Miwa, on his way to Yoshino, met 
with three wailing children. They were unable to do anything, because their 
mother had died. So he took the mother’s body away for burial and held the 
funeral rite. As a result of this defilement he decided to give up the pilgrimage to 
Yoshino and to return to Miwa, but when he headed for Miwa his body became 
weak and he could not walk any further. This puzzled him greatly, and he thought 
that maybe the deity of Miwa was rejecting him. So, in order to find out, he 
started walking towards Yoshino and now had no trouble walking at all. Yet since 
he, a defiled person, was on pilgrimage, his mind was naturally unsettled. So he 
recited Buddhist prayers and passages from sutras under a tree while he was still 
some distance from the shrine. There, a medium (巫 miko) appeared and, saying to 
him, “I do not avoid things, I prize compassion instead,” pulled the monk’s sleeve 
and led him all the way into the worship hall of the shrine.

In another tale of the same section, the priest Shōrembō, who was carrying the 
ashes of his mother while on the way to Mount Kōya, wanted to take lodging in the 

29. Watanabe Tsunaya 1966: 67–70; Morrell 1985: 81–82.
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neighborhood of Atsuta Shrine, yet everyone who knew about his circumstances 
refused to take him in. At this time, a Shinto priest, a messenger of the illustrious 
deity, appeared in a dream to the shrine’s head priest (大宮司 daigūji) and said to 
him: “Tonight a most important guest will come. Take good care of him!” As a 
result of this dream, the head priest invited the monk, who would be considered 
unfit to make a pilgrimage [and stay at a shrine] because he carried a dead person’s 
ashes, to stay with him, saying: “For me this does not amount to a taboo.”

If we accept these examples, they tell us that “when the heart is pure, the body, 
too, is not polluted,” and that defilement only in form and outward appearance is 
not really a problem, what is important is purity of heart. In the case of Jōkambō, 
the deity of Miwa at the shrine to which the monk belonged is averse to defilement, 
while on the contrary the deity of Yoshino does not mind it. From this we see that 
there is a stage in time where one deity has come to accept defilement, while another 
one still rejects it. We can also see that, while both Jōkambō and Shōrembō attempt 
to observe avoidance, the deities on the other hand acknowledge the merits of what 
they do but stress the deities’ deep compassion.

In the Shaseki Shū the idea is further developed in tales that follow those already 
mentioned: “The Gods Esteem Those with Wisdom and Compassion,” “Profound 
is the Grace of the Gods Who Soften Their Light,” “The Native Gods Esteem the 
Sincere Desire for Enlightenment” [the translation of these titles is borrowed from 
Morrell 1985]. These tales make it clear that deities prefer the practice of compassion.

While on one hand [the degree of] consciousness concerning avoidance is 
weakening, on the other hand there is also a line of thought fighting against such 
an attitude and rigorously supporting avoidance. In “Matters of Defilement,” the 
Volume 2 (otsu) in the book Hachiman Gudō Kun30 (believed to have been compiled 
at the beginning of the fourteenth century), the question of why deities dislike 
impurity is frankly discussed.

An oracle on the eleventh day in the seventh month of the third year of Jingo-Keiun 
[769]: “My Way of the Deities shines forth because it deeply discriminates against 
impurity. I see an impure person as someone acting outside the Way [like an outlaw]; 
his heart tires and he does not discriminate between right and wrong. I hold that a 
person is not to eat the five bitter things and meat, that a woman’s impurities last either 
for three or for seven days, that defilement of death lasts for thirty-three days and 
that of birth for twenty-seven days.” When Shōmo [Empress Jingū] was at the shrine 
Kashii-gū at the time of her menstruation, a special hall was built [for her] and named 
“House of Impediment” (御さわり屋). The deity shunned her own illustrious body. For 
that reason, common people are to shun impurity even more. 

30. Sakurai, Hagiwara, and Miyata 1975: 241–242.
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According to the oracle of Hachiman Daibosatsu, an impure individual is the same 
as an irrational person, and if a deity comes into contact with impurity, the deity’s 
heart grows weary and the deity is unable to exert divine power. The Hachiman 
Gudō Kun begins with a text that says that, since even the deities shun their own 
bodies, as Empress Jingū did at the Kashii-gū when she detested defilement by her 
own blood, it is only right that the common people should avoid impurity. And, 
after having adduced some examples of [a priest’s] clandestine relations with a 
woman and of impurity at giving birth, the text continues:

If the oracle held this about avoiding impurity and said, “It does not abhor the 
impurity of filth, but detests the hypocrisy of insincerity,” even if lust and the 
impurity of death are not embarrassing and there are many things one does not 
have to be afraid of, certainly the mind of a deity is to be most feared. If the deity 
professes hatred for “insincerity,” the statement is not revolutionary, but saying that 
impurity and filth are not to be feared is a statement that turns things on their head. 
If the inner heart is pure and sincere, impurity that is contracted on the outside as a 
result of a good intention and stemming from great compassion, is not in the least 
impure. According to the true meaning of this sacred oracle, people who do not 
discriminate between purity and defilement are no different from beasts.31 

Even if we accept in the oracle of Hachiman Daibosatsu the phrase “does not abhor 
the impurity of filth, but detests the hypocrisy of insincerity” [as an indication], that 
there were many people who interpreted this to mean that in spite of having lust 
[in their hearts] and being subject to impurity from death they could still worship 
without fear, is indeed an attitude that shows no fear of deities. Somebody who, in 
spite of being pure and sincere in the heart, touches defilement or becomes impure 
while feeling confident about receiving a deity’s great compassion is a person who 
does not see the difference between purity and defilement, a person who is no better 
than a beast. It is noteworthy that here the weakening consciousness in regard to the 
seriousness of defilement is severely admonished.

From the appearance in Buddhist tales from around the beginning of the 
Kamakura Period of the idea of, and a discussion about, compassionate deities who 
tolerate impurity, while at the same time in medieval society, which was organized 
around shrines, the avoidance of impurity continued to be strictly upheld, we might 
conclude that these two phenomena appeared side by side at exactly the same time.32 
And that is precisely what seems to be the case. 

On one side, there were the monks and Buddhist temples acknowledging 
defilement and acknowledging deities who gave greater weight to compassionate 

31. Sakurai, Hagiwara and Miyata 1975: 242.
32. Matsuda 2007.
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behavior, and on the other side were the Shinto priests and shrines trying to uphold 
a strict regimen of impurity. The result of this can be seen in the text Shosha Kinki 
(see p. 14 above). It is, therefore, reasonable to infer that among the myriad deities of 
Japan, the example of Jūzen-ji recorded in the Hosshin Shū, the deity of the Hiyoshi 
Shrine, is the oldest example of such a compassionate deity. Could it be that a 
change in the understanding of defilement that occurred within the Tendai School 
was what triggered this new way of thinking? Below I will, therefore, consider how 
various groups of the Jōdokyō (Pure Land School) perceived the acceptance of 
impurity among Tendai monks.

4. Perception of Impurity in the Pure Land School

The understanding of impurity in the aforementioned Hachiman Gudō Kun is of 
utmost interest, because it is entirely different from the understanding found in 
the text of Shoshin Hongai Shū 諸神本懐集 [Collection of the True Desires of the 
Deities]33 by Zonkaku, the son of Kakunyo, the third-generation head priest of 
Hongan-ji [of the Pure Land School].

Bad [unsuitable] offerings are not to be accepted. If a body is defiled and unclean it is 
not to be shunned. Abhor only an insincere and untrue heart. Even if one is to hang 
up sacred straw festoons for a thousand days, one is not to aim at false thoughts. For 
example, even if one has to deeply mourn both parents, in a house of compassion 
that person does not need to stay isolated. One has to know that the illustrious 
deity of this shrine is of a similar mind. So, if a person were of a pure body but evil at 
heart, the deity would not accept the person. If a person were an unclean person, yet 
had compassion in the heart, it is sure that the deity would accept the person.

This means that Hachiman Gudō Kun, while endorsing the injunction to “not abhor 
defilement and impurity, but abhor an insincere and untrue heart,” denies that there 
was a great number of people who disregarded defilement when on pilgrimage [to a 
shrine]; the Shoshin Hongai Shū on the other hand says that [purely] formal avoidance 
of defilement has no meaning, the only thing really important is compassion. Here it 
is possible to recognize a great change occurring in this value concept.

As regards such an attitude—one of not seeing a problem in impurity—the 
involvement of the Pure Land School has been pointed out.34 In his Ippyaku Shijūgo 
Kajō Mondō 一百四十五箇条問答 [Questions and Answers About One Hundred and 
Forty-five Topics]35 Hōnen answers the question, “What is one to think, if it is said 

33. Ōsumi 1977: 194.
34. Ikemi 1985a: 46–67.
35. Ishii 1974: 654, 659, 665.
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that there is no need for avoidance following the death of a seven-year-old child?” by 
stating, “In Buddhism there is no such thing as avoidance as it is understood in the 
secular world.” And to the question, “For how many days does avoidance continue 
after having given birth, or for how many days is avoidance to last?” he answers, “For 
Buddhism there is no avoidance. In the secular world it is said that there is avoidance 
for seven days after a birth, or for thirty days. But there are also those who speak of 
fifty days. It depends on a person’s heart [feelings].” And to the question, “During 
restrictions at the time of menses, does one have to refrain from reciting a sutra as an 
offering to a deity?” he answers, “One may have to think about if dealing with a Shinto 
deity, but in Buddha’s law there is no avoidance. Consult with Ommyō 陰陽 specialists 
about this question.” So he is saying that for Shinto deities or in the secular world 
there is avoidance, but Buddhism does not practice avoidance.

In the second volume of Genshin’s Ōjō Yōshū 往生要集 [Teachings Essential for 
Rebirth]36 there is another discourse that allows for impurity in Japan. There he 
says, “That we now urge nembutsu does not hinder cultivation of the other various 
excellent practices. It is just that anyone, man or woman, noble or commoner, 
whether walking, standing, sitting or lying, and regardless of time, place, or any 
other circumstances, can practice it without difficulty.” Still another example is 
adduced from Eikan’s Ōjō Jūin 往生拾因 [Causes for Gaining Rebirth].37 He says, “It 
cannot be known with certainty whether the body is clean or unclean, it cannot be 
argued whether the heart is dedicated or not dedicated. But the tireless recitation of 
the sacred name will not fail to lead to a good end [in paradise].”38 

Again, as Yoshishige no Yasutane wrote in the petition Yokawa Shuryō Gon’in 
Nijūgo Sanmai Kishō 横川首楞嚴院二十五三昧起請 [Pledge to Recite the Nembutsu 
by Twenty-five Monks of the Yokawa Shuryō Gon’in]39 for the twenty-five monks 
who established the nembutsu society Nijūgo Sanmai Kai at the Shuryō Gon’in 
temple in the hope of reaching paradise after their death: “One does not need to stay 
away from smelly defilement or pollution,” because Buddhism did not consider the 
impurity of death as being a problem.40

In numerous traditions on [good] death [ōjō traditions] we find examples of the 
sacred name of Mida [Amida] being invoked or the Lotus Sutra being recited, “without 
arguing about purity or defilement.”41 Among the persons who appear in ōjō traditions 

36. English translation is taken from Andrews 1973: 87–88. For the original see Ishida 
1991: 250 (387 for the kanbun text).

37. Taishō Shinshū Daizōkyō Kankō Kai, No. 2683: 93.
38. Kyōsaibō Shinzui 1931: 43–44.
39. Taishō Shinshū Daizōkyō Kankō Kai, No. 2724: 879.
40. Matsushita 2009: 100.
41. See the entry on Fujii Hisatō in Shūi Ōjō Den. Inoue, Ōsone 1974: 342–343.
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as having reached a good death “without arguing about purity or defilement,” we find a 
shrine priest of the Kibitsu Shrine in the Province of Bitchū and a person of the Lower 
Fifth Rank in a non-government rank, common people, aristocrats of middle and low 
rank, and Shinto priests, but no monks of high rank or upper-class aristocrats. From 
this it may be seen that even people who were unable to adhere strictly to avoidance 
rules could still reach a good end, and this means that such actual situations existed 
before a systematic theory was constructed to positively acknowledge them.

Such an attitude of no scruples about impurity on the part of believers in 
nembutsu was the object of criticism from proponents of older Buddhism, in texts 
like Kōfuku-ji Sōjō 興福寺奏上 [Kōfuku-ji Temple Report] and Sammon Sōjō 山門

奏上 [Sammon Temple Report]. As is well known, in these texts people who ate 
meat and so contacted defilement, and people who made visits to shrines without 
caring about avoiding impurity, were roundly criticized.

In this way, the Buddhist schools following the systems of esoteric and exoteric 
Buddhism kept away from defilement and abhorred impurity, while on the contrary 
the Pure Land schools did not see bodily impurity as a problem and dismissed 
[mere] ritual avoidance. However, the concept of impurity as such did not disappear. 
In the Shoshin Hongai Shū we find the following text:42 

To deeply abhor the impurities of birth and death [the world of delusions] prepares 
us for disliking the reincarnation of souls, the cycle of birth and death. What always 
furthers our journey through life is a heart that single-mindedly dedicates itself to 
religious duties and abstention. So even if births and deaths are outwardly avoided 
and the rules about them adhered to, what really matters is the inward avoidance of 
birth and death. Even to devote oneself to abstention on the surface is to dedicate 
oneself inside to the practice of Buddhist law.

According to this text, the real effect of avoiding the defilements of birth and death 
is a dislike of the cycle of life and death (輪廻 rinne). It says that outward abstention 
can be practiced, but [inward] dedication is the true practice of Buddhist law.

The basic reason for this kind of thinking can be looked for in the Shaseki Shū. 
There, in the first story of Volume 1, “The Great Shrine at Ise,” it says that at the Ise 
shrines both childbirth and death are followed by a pollution period of fifty days. 
Then it states that, “We do not foolishly create the karma of delusive conduct which 
causes the painful cycle of birth-and-death. This is to say that we wisely practice the 
marvelous Law of the Buddha, and that we aspire to birth in a Pure Land and to 
enlightenment” [translation from Morrell 1985, 75].

Originally, defilement (穢 kegare) in Shinto and impurity (不浄 fujō) in Buddhism 
were two different things. But it is important to recognize that in the texts adduced 

42. Ōsumi 1977: 192–193.



154 Japanese Religions 42 (1 & 2)

above the avoidance of defilement is linked with the abhorrence of the cycle of life 
and death. This kind of argument appears to be concentrated in the beginning of 
the fourteenth century. It begins with a switch from “impurity” to “abhorrence” 
and then, in a further molting, to the concept of the cycle of life and death in 
reincarnation (輪廻 rinne). From this foothold it achieved an even further leap to the 
concept of transience (mujō 無常).43 And then, with the growth of Pure Land Schools 
within Buddhism on one side, and with the formation of a “Medieval Shinto Theory” 
on the side of Shinto, the meaning of avoidance came to be interpreted anew.

Conclusion

In the foregoing pages I have examined how the perception of defilement has changed 
and how Shinto and Buddhism respectively have dealt with it. From our discussion 
it should be clear that, while each religion extended its influence on the other, each 
aimed at discovering its own particular path to finding a solution to the problem.

On his pilgrimage to the Main Shrine of Kumano (熊野本宮 Kumano Hongū), 
Ippen received an oracle from Kumano Gongen, telling him that “The amulet ( fuda
札) should be distributed without discriminating between belief or unbelief and 
without respect to avoiding or not avoiding impurity.” The revelation of this oracle 
had a great influence on Ippen’s thinking and definitely determined the later form 
of his ascetic wandering. Furthermore, when the man Heitarō, who deeply believed 
in Shinran’s teaching, went on a pilgrimage to Kumano without observing ritual 
abstinence, Kumano Gongen appeared to him in a dream and reproached him for 
his behavior, but Shinran Shōnin argued against this, saying, “He is a good believer 
and recites the nembutsu as training.” The Gongen is said to have given in reverently 
at that moment and not to have uttered anything further.44 From this instance, too, 
we can see that the problem of impurity had been an important topic for medieval 
religionists.

In a human being’s lifetime, disgusting (汚らわしい kegarawashii) and dirty (汚い 

kitanai) phenomena occur naturally. However, what are the criteria for deciding 
that something is dirty, and if something is acknowledged as being dirty, how can 
it be restored to a state of purity (清浄 seijō)? In regard to these points a variety of 
responses can be imagined. In ancient Japanese society, where something disgusting 
was taken to be defilement, how to deal with that fact became a major problem 
for religion. A response was earnestly sought as a means to support the State as 
well as to bring peace to the souls of individuals. The results of this effort were the 
responses by Shinto and Buddhism that I have outlined above.

43. Ikemi 1985b: 23–45.
44. About the Tale of Heitarō’s Pilgrimage to Kumano see Yamada Yūji 20
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