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The Rise of Mizugo Kuyo
——Offering Prayers for the Spirits of Miscarried Babies

Morikur! Shigekazu

Buddhism does not teach that prayers should be offered for the spirits of miscarried
babies, nor did ancestor worship in pre-modern Japan include the practice at the do-
mestic level. This being so, why is it that today it is commonly said in Japanese soci-
ety that ‘Mizugo kuyo must be performed, or the spirit of the dead baby will haunt
you’? The practice of mizugo kuyo started in the 1970’s, becoming extremely popular
in the 1980’s; now, twenty years on, the practice needs to be studied as an ethnic
custom.

What was done in pre-modern Japan when more children were born than could be
supported? Abortion or killing at birth of a child that could not be supported, became
a rationalized act, commonly referred to as ‘returning’ the child. The survival rate of
new-born infants at that time was in fact low, and a particularly simple funeral service
was held in the belief that, regardless of whether the death was natural or induced,
the spirit of such a child would be immediately reborn.

Even so, for a pregnant woman the loss of her child is both a physical and a spirit-
ual blow, which no woman can undergo without suffering. Added to which, the birth
of the modern family from the Meiji Period onward, with such slogans as ‘Good wife,
wise mother’, and ‘Revile the barren’, defined woman as the ‘breeding sex’, with no
other work to perform. Thus the pain of social immorality was added to the woman’s
physical pain. The cry of grief that this produced is apparent in the practice of mizugo
kuyé.

However, this female cry was made into a market for the temples, which had lost
sight of the direction of their religious activities, and were in administrative straits. It
was played upon by the sales strategies of the temples and the ‘New Religions’ and
writers calling themselves psychists, and spread through the pages of cheap weekly
magazines.

The modern family after the Meiji Period was something that existed solely for the
sake of the industrial system according to male logic. It is interesting to note that
the practice of mizugo kuyé appeared in the 1970’s, when economic. growth had passed
the peak it reached in the 1960’s. The illusions of the industrial society made women
turn to mizugo kuyo; and the temples accepted these women as customers. Thus wom-
en found themselves beseiged by unrest over their miscarried babies, they were driven
toward the relief to be found in mizugo kuyé.

Accordingly, I would like to analyze, by means of an analysis of the ema (votive

pictures) left by these beleaguered women, some part of their state of mind.
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