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Introduction

In every school of learning, there is always one who breaks away from the main-
stream and carves a niche out for himself. Such a thinker may not win the favor of all, 
but deserves consideration if not approbation. Within the Kokugaku (国学 ) school of 
national learning or nativism, Hirata Atsutane ( 平田篤胤 ) (1776-1843) is one such 
rare intellectual. Unlike the other disciples of Motoori Norinaga (本居宣長 ) (1730-
1801) who were absorbed in literature and philology, Hirata expanded academic bor-
ders into various fields. 

Hirata Atsutane is noted for his interest in local beliefs and the occult and is consid-
ered a forerunner of Japanese folklore studies.1) It is true that his thought and behavior 
is unique in many respects, but he is also the child of his age. The rationale for his 
studies on folklore was to maintain social order during a period of extreme political 
and economic unrest. It must be noted that his works were derived from an acute po-
litical awareness. As if responding to a summons, many of Hirata’s disciples were in 
charge of village social welfare; they engaged in a constant struggle over local prob-
lems. The members of the Hirata school may not have been as sophisticated as those 
who studied at Norinaga’s side, but they were eager and sincere to solve practical 
problems. Both schools share the same question, what must be done to preserve the 
cultural framework and heritage of Japan? The dividing point of the two groups may 
lie within their views of urban life style and economy, whether to cherish the merits of 
urban life or not. 

There are hints and evidence that show Hirata’s awareness of Edo period urbaniza-
tion. He knew from his own experience that city life could be the major cause of the 
breakdown of the traditional foundations of society and community. Seen from this 
point of view, it is important to focus on Hirata Atsutane’s views concerning the nega-
tive impact of urbanization and over-population in major cities, particularly Edo and 
Kyoto. From his day to the present, the megalopolis mirrors social problems of the 
day. 

In order to analyze Hirata Atsutane’s views of urban life, this paper will focus on a 
short text about toilet manners for the public. This text is interesting because it reflects 
his awareness of urbanization, public sanitation and housing problems.2) As can be 
imagined, Motoori Norinaga’s followers did not discuss such mundane and embarrass-
ing topics. This text is a sign of Hirata’s awareness of living conditions and the welfare 
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of the society of his day. 
The discussion of toilet manners appears in Hirata’s work Tamadasuki (玉襷 ). Hira-

ta had begun writing the manuscript as early as Bunka 8 (1811) but the first publica-
tion of the present version came out on Tenpo－ 3 (1832).3) Tamadasuki is a guidebook 
for everyday Shinto－ worship, especially for domestic worship within the household. In 
this book, Hirata established common guidelines for domestic practices and religious 
duties for the general public. Hirata meant the book to be read by citizens who wish to 
worship Japanese deities in an authentic manner. Not only the famous and popular 
gods and goddesses, but of equal importance, Hirata maintained that household dei-
ties were the subject of worship. His emphasis on domestic and local deities is charac-
teristic of this text. Miyagi points out that Tamadasuki was written as a note to Maiasa 
shinhai-shiki (毎朝神拝詞記 ), which was written following the model of Norinaga’s 
Maiasa haishin-shiki (毎朝拝神式 ), a guideline for domestic Shinto－ practice.4) Norina-
ga does indeed state the procedure of everyday worship, but does not discuss the de-
tail of each deity in the text. It must be emphasized that Norinaga made no mention 
whatsoever on the subject of the toilet, neither in terms of religion nor etiquette.5) 
Through this comparison, it is clear that Hirata Atsutane seriously considered the 
needs of his audience; he clearly directed his work at the masses, the common citizens 
of various occupations. Miyagi also informs us that Tamadasuki was written during the 
period when Hirata was engaged in writing introductory works on Shinto－ and Japa-
nese mythology such as Tama no mihashira (霊能真柱 ). However Miyagi also admits 
that it is impossible to trace how popular readers responded to the first version of 
Tamadasuki.6)

The chapters of this text that refer to domestic deities, or guardians of the house, of-
fer information on basic facilities in traditional Japanese housing. Hirata refers to gods 
such as Ie no kami Yabune no kami (宅神屋船神 ) (the deity of the house, deity of the 
palace, including the Daikokubashira 大黒柱 , main pillar), Toshigami (歳神 ) (household 
guardian deities), Kamado no kami (竈神 ) (the god of the kitchen), Ido no kami (井神 ) 
(the god of the well), and the Kawaya no kami (厠神 ) (god of the toilet).7) Domestic de-
ities other than the toilet are introduced and explained in a ritualistic framework. Hi-
rata Atsutane tried to present the subject in a sophisticated manner, placing emphasis 
on the holiness of the deity and the importance of ritual. However, the section on the 
toilet deity is different in many regards. Practical awareness of the community and 
public welfare is mirrored within the logic of religious purification. Readers are strong-
ly encouraged to abide by social obligations and duties. Though the subject is toilet 
manners and worship of the toilet deity, Hirata warns against urbanization and the un-
welcome changes in society it produces.  

Toilet Manners and Religious Practice: The Rationale for Public Morals

Hirata Atsutane’s discussion of Kawaya no kami (厠神 ), the toilet deity, consist of 
three themes, first a linguistic explanation of the toilet deity and toilet systems; second, 
details on the religious and hygiene rationale on toilet cleaning; and finally, encour-
agement for the agricultural use of night soil. 

According to Hirata, the term kawaya (厠 ) was originally kawaya (河屋 ) because 
toilets were originally built over streams.8) Human waste was therefore washed away 
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in running water. He introduces the identity of the toilet deity from Japanese mytholo-
gy. It is interesting to note that Hirata refers to a history of two different Japanese toilet 
systems. He notes that kawaya (河屋 ), a virtual water closet, was the original style of 
toilet, but toilets known as setchin (雪隠 ), consisting of little more than a kakomi (圍み ), 
a closet for human waste, gradually became more common.9) Hirata does not encour-
age this style of toilet, maintaining that it may be the source of pollution to have hu-
man waste confined within such a small closet. At the same time he understands that it 
is impossible to establish a water closet in every household since it must be set over 
stream of running water.10) For this reason, the majority must compromise with a sim-
ple closet for human wastes. Hirata Atsutane was, of course, aware of the overpopulat-
ed neighborhoods of Edo where it was impossible to furnish toilets that could both 
rinse and purify the source of pollution. Hirata Atsutane’s linguistic analysis or philo-
logical statement needs to be understood within this realistic observation. However, 
Hirata does not put forward plans to improve housing conditions or create new sewer-
age systems; rather he develops his argument within a religious context. 

Hirata understands the truth of how people become careless when they use the toi-
let. But he is strict regarding advice to keep the toilet clean. One must never befoul the 
toilet because it contains human wastes. A sacred deity resides in the toilet so one 
must remember to pay due respect. Hirata Atsutane’s argument on toilet manners con-
sists of two points. The Japanese deity resides in all places and all things. One must 
learn to pay respect to the gods at all times. He also relies heavily on local beliefs to 
provide examples of cleaning the toilet. He constantly warns the readers how evil and 
misfortune derive from foul toilets, whereas those who clean the toilet regularly will be 
saved from various diseases and poverty.11) Hirata further warns readers that evil spir-
its of all kinds enter from ill kept dirty places. In a religious context, pollution will 
bring misfortune upon those who do not heed these warnings. He stresses that toilet 
and litter mounds chirizuka (塵塚 ) must be kept thoroughly clean lest evil enter the 
household.12) 

Hirata offers ideas to mind manners in the toilet. He urged the pasting of a notice 
on the toilet door reminding people to bow before entry and claims that this daily 
practice will quickly become second nature.13) He also instructs readers not to spit in 
the toilet and not to splash urine on the upper boards.14) Hirata provides a local spell 
to ward off evil in the toilet: hold your breath, cover your nose with your sleeve, and 
close your fists tightly around your thumbs.15) This sort of superstition is clearly de-
rived from practical concerns. Though the discourse is framed with the context of lo-
cal beliefs and housewives tales, it is easy to understand how these instructions were 
formed around practical concerns of hygiene and sanitation. Thus, Hirata Atsutane’s 
message is clear: “take heed to keep the toilet clean, lest misfortune and disaster enter 
your house.”   

Hirata’s discussion shows that cleanliness is an act of religious purification. House-
cleaning, he maintains, is not the simple routine work performed by housewives. 
Rather, untidiness and dirt is a mark of religious taboo and pollution, which in serious 
cases may be the cause of religious chaos. It may be difficult for modern day readers 
to agree with Hirata’s use of local beliefs and superstition as hard evidence, but his 
practical awareness of hygiene and sanitary conditions are eloquent within this dis-
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course. 
The section of toilet manners, however, does not end with a call to improve public 

health. Instead, Hirata provides a first hand witness to a quarrel between a carpenter 
and a night soil merchant. This detailed episode demonstrates that his interests go be-
yond that of sanitary conditions; it shows that night soil is useful as fertilizer, and sheds 
light on negative aspects of unban lifestyles and values. 

The quarrel began when Shinkichi, a regular carpenter under long term contract, 
then staying at Hirata Atsutane’s residence, one day urinated directly into a barrel 
used for the collection of night soil. The collector, who was around the age of fifty and 
hailed from the Kasai district, was furious, and shouted at Shinkichi for spoiling the 
merchandise. Shinkichi, whom Hirata described as arrogant and quick tempered, re-
torted immediately that it was in his right to put the contents of the toilet in the same 
container. The night soil merchant, whose occupation was a farmer, argued back in 
retaliation that night soil is not dirty waste but precious fertilizer. It is useful for grow-
ing rice crops and vegetables, necessary resources for life and offerings for the gods. 
He demanded that night soil be handled with care and respect. Hirata who overheard 
the commotion out on the street was anxiously observing how Shinkichi would re-
spond to this reasoning. To Hirata’s great surprise, Shinkichi grew red in the face, bent 
his knees and bowed low from waist upward with words of apology to the farmer. Hi-
rata reports that Shinkichi said he never knew that night soil was useful as fertilizer. 
He had always been a carpenter and knew nothing about farming. He insisted that he 
pay for the loss and begged the farmer to dispose the waste elsewhere. The farmer 
who was a good-natured man, forgave Shinkichi, took the barrel of night soil and left. 
Hirata praised the farmer for his speech on the uses of night soil and the importance 
of farming. Hirata notes that it was a pity he could not ask the farmer for his name and 
address, since he had so forcefully spoke the truth regarding life and farming.16)

This dialogue is interesting for two reasons. First it gives evidence that urban citi-
zens were ignorant of agriculture and the life of local farming village. Second is Hira-
ta’s concern that urbanization was the main cause for the gradual erosion of traditional 
Japanese norms at all levels of society. The episode is not a simple glorification of agri-
culture. Shinkichi’s behavior is disgraceful, but he offers evidence of rapid social 
change and of a growing generation gap in the mid nineteenth century Japan. Just at 
this time many local communities were suffering from population loss and consequent 
fiscal crisis; poverty-ridden farmers were flooding into cities, where they were living in 
slum-like conditions in highly over-populated neighborhoods. The capital Edo was a 
melting pot of inhabitants from all over Japan, meaning that crowds lacking common 
values and cultural heritage were huddled in poor living conditions. It is easy to as-
sume that family discipline and household education had lost its significance. Lack of 
shared values and beliefs, loss of domestic practices were signs that Japanese commu-
nity spirit was disintegrating rapidly. It was not surprising to find adolescents disre-
garding public morals. The growth of urban economy and non-traditional lifestyles 
meant, Hirata feared, that the Japanese people were losing touch with their religious 
heritage. Seen from this light, Hirata Atsutane’s call for household discipline is ground-
ed on the urgent need to reconstruct and restore the framework of local community, 
including the need to practice religious purification in all domestic activities. Under 
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the pretext of toilet manners and the praise for farming, this section is an imperative to 
observe social obligations and perform one’s civil duty. By encouraging urban dwell-
ers to observe toilet hygiene and appreciate the productive uses of night soil, Hirata 
made an effort to shift attention on agriculture and farming as a significant occupation. 
Underneath the texture of local beliefs and purification, there is a call for social re-
form. 

Conclusion

As seen above, Hirata Atsutane’s discussion on toilet manners is a reflection of his 
awareness of social order and domestic discipline. His insistence on details of domes-
tic practices reflects the fact that people were lacking common grounds, community 
support, free of social bonds and duties in the crowded city life. Those who constituted 
the low class of the capital Edo were suffering from low income, overpopulation and 
poor housing conditions. They were living at the verge of losing social respect, living 
from hand to mouth. As a result, what was once taught and learned within the family 
was in the process of disappearing. For Hirata and his supporters, this situation de-
manded that they warn the people that they were losing touch with their religious her-
itage. Hirata learned through everyday experience that the lack of common heritage 
and common values signify that groupings of people̶the masses̶were not necessar-
ily respectable members of society. It is for this reason that his works convey a politi-
cal message: restore Japanese society as it was and will always be. Peter Nosco showed 
how the Kokugaku movement was formed around the sentiment of nostalgia.17) His ar-
gument helps researchers to understand the ideological foundation and vision of Hira-
ta Atsutane’s socio-political interests. In order to restore Japanese society from its col-
lapsed state, confronted in the mid-nineteenth century by domestic and diplomatic 
crises, Hirata and his supporters sought rebuild social order beginning at the level of 
household practices and everyday duties.      

To conclude, the negative impact and conflict of urban life was the major force to 
shape Hirata Atsutane’s religious views and political interests. Hirata’s supporters were 
wealthy farmers in charge of social welfare and local governance. They were especial-
ly concerned about the corrupting influence of urbanization on established lifestyles, 
and hared a keen interest in how the glamour and temptations of city life were causing 
drastic changes in values and practices. Both Hirata and his followers sought systemat-
ic teaching and instructions. It is for this reason that they tried to set a standard of Jap-
anese religious practices for the local public. Household discipline such as toilet man-
ners and religious purification had to be learned and checked by published books, lest 
the cultural backbone of Japanese society cease to exist. 

However, we must ask whether their efforts to instill discipline bore fruit or not. 
There is no clear definition of what constitutes cleanliness within an urban environ-
ment. Researchers must distinguish between concerns of religious purification and the 
demands of public sanitation. During the nineteenth century, there were six outbreaks 
of cholera, dating from Bunsei 5 (1822) to Meiji 10 (1877). The most serious epidemic 
occurred in Ansei 5 (1858), claiming the lives of approximately 30,000 to 40,000 in-
habitances of the capital city of Edo. This outbreak came after Hirata Atsutane’s death, 
but nonetheless serves as counter-evidence of cleanliness of Edo, one of the world’s 
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largest cities.18)

Watanabe Kyo－ji (渡辺京二 ) contends that the general reputation of Edo’s clean 
streets and cleanliness of the capital Edo may be a result of comparison with the slums 
of industrialized nations, such as nineteenth-century London, or the cities of the Qing 
dynasty.19) Religious purification may well place emphasis on social conformity rather 
than on public hygiene or attempts to prevent the spread of disease. A study of public 
hygiene during the Edo period and its connection with social unrest is a topic for fur-
ther research, especially at the local level. 

In previous research, Hirata Atsutane’s works on folklore has been analyzed solely 
within the context of religious understanding and his interest in occult.20) His views of 
afterlife and interpretation of certain deities, especially the status of the Ubusuna no 
kami (産土神 ) is the center argument of research. Recent work on Hirata focus on his 
local activities and the academic network of Atsutane’s supporters.21) And yet, it is im-
portant for one to observe and recall how the glorification of country life and farming 
will emerge only after such an idyllic agricultural society ceased to exist. Such dis-
course is either an elegy of the past or a protest against hard truth. In order to analyze 
and understand the structure and format of Hirata Atsutane’s arguments, it is import-
ant to approach the text from the viewpoint of urbanization and social problems.22) 
Hirata Atsutane’s Tamadasuki is based on the awareness of the lack of moral guidance 
and religious teaching. In it, he strives to restore what he considers to be Japan’s tradi-
tional social framework by urging readers to heighten their morale. The strength of his 
appeal lies in the promotion of everyday remedies such as toilet manners and ritualis-
tic practice. In other words, daily duties and domestic work are used to convey a mes-
sage of political conformity, a topic that will be examined in future research. Here, 
however, we can see how Hirata Atsutane’s personal character and social awareness is 
mirrored within the realm of domestic activities. 
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