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Development of the “View of Destruction
of Life” in the Middle Ages

Harapa Nobuo

Until the Heian period there were repeated edicts prohibiting meat-eating, originally
issued under the Ritsuryd system (System of centralized autocracy that was structured
by comprehensive legal codes called Ritsuryd, and that prevailed in Japan from late
7th century to the late 10th century: quoted from an illustrated Encyclopedia, Kodansha),
were issued repeatedly until Heian period. As a result, the “view of destruction of life”
was created, which gave a negative image to hunting and fishing. In the Kamakura
period, the prohibition of meat-eating took root in Japan. However, hunting and fishing
were very common occupations in Japan and meat-eating was popular. Therefore,
some psychological remedy was needed for hunters, fishermen and meat-eaters. When
Shintd and Buddhism set out to establish their world-view amongst the general public,
they had to allow them to kill animals and eat meat. However, in the Muromachi period,
we can see that hunting and fishing activities declined and meat-eating became less. It
means that an awareness of meat-eating as wrong might have gradually infiltrated into
society.

Meanwhile, masses for animals which were killed for agricultural development, were
held through Middle ages, Edo period and Modern ages. It means that to kill animals
for meat-eating was forbidden: although to kill animals for agriculture was justifiable.
The “view of destruction of life” which is hard against hunting and fishing, but gen-
erous with agriculture, had gone deep into Japanese society though people were not

aware of it.
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