Contextualizing Tokugawa Tsunayoshi's Mourning Laws
In 1684, Shogun Tokugawa Tsunayoshi published the Edict on Mourning and Abstention (bukkiryō 服忌令). These laws
stated, in meticulous fashion, how Japanese citizens should mourn and act within society in the event of a loss. Why
should such private matters be subject to legislation? Considering that the Tokugawa shogunate was a secular, military
state, it's at first glance unclear what the benefit of such laws might be.
I argue that these laws were part of a bigger project: laying the groundwork for a modern, unified Japan.

The Edict on Mourning and Abstention
Regulations regarding mourning are not completely
unheard of, though they are rarely legally enforced,
especially outside religious institutions. Tokugawa
Tsunayoshi's edict appears to take inspiration from Shinto
tradition and the rules of individual shrines. Another
influence is the 8th century Yōrō Code (養老令), which,
among many other things, dictated proper funerary rites
and mourning leave lengths for imperial officials. It was
heavily influenced by Confucianism.
Tsunayoshi's edict, which focused exclusively on mourning
and abstention, went even further. Not only was it
painstakingly detailed and rigorously enforced on officials,
but it also extended to the common people, who were
made aware of its provisions. Furthermore, the death of
important public personages (for example, members of the
Shogun's family) could now bring the entire country to a
standstill and entail weeks of bans on music, construction
work, and even the use of gold or silver coins.
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Literature
Typically, these laws are either ignored
or discounted as another one of
Tokugawa
Tsunayoshi's
follies.
Tsunayoshi is a highly polarizing
figure, perhaps best remembered for
his ban on killing animals such as
stray dogs. Critics, both contemporary
and modern, claim he was out of
touch with the actual needs of
Japanese society.
Atsuko Hirai, in her 2014 book
Government by Mourning (one of two
existing academic works dealing
specifically with the edict) seeks to
reframe these laws as cunning
political strategy. First, she argues that
mourning restrictions limited unrest
during shogunal succession. Second,
that public mourning increased
shogunal visibility in the eyes of
commoners. Finally, that such laws
helped expand the shogunate's power
into the most intimate spheres of life.
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Mourning and modernization
In her book, Hirai fails to connect the emergence
of these laws with the larger 17th-century
transition towards peaceful governance (bunchi
seiji 文治政治). I suggest that the full relevance of
these laws can only be explained if we consider
them within the broader context of Japan's
modernization.
The early Tokugawa shogunate had been ruthless
in its removal of feudal lords and centralization
of power. As a result, discontent from disgruntled
military houses, Imperial allies, and hordes of
now unemployed samurai, mounted. In order to
secure its power, it was in the shogunate's best
interest to change the rules of the game and curb
the influence of military elements on society. In
place of military virtue (bu, 武), it sought to
emphasize education, ritual, and morality. These
virtues were legitimized by religion and
philosophies like Confucianism. Tsunayoshi's
Edict on Mourning and Abstention contributed to
the shogunate's "civilizing" strategy and its
ambitions to rule a peaceful, modern society.

