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The Notion of Crime in Early China:
Impurity of the Crime, Decontamination, and Liminality

Kiyoshi Miyake
The Institute for Research in Humanities, Kyoto University

In previous research on Japanese and European history, not a few studies have been
made on the interrelation between religion and the notion of crime, considering the
mentality in which crime was equated with impurity. On the other hand, little attention has
been given to this viewpoint in the field of research on early Chinese history. In this paper,
the author gathers and analyzes evidence to argue that the aversion to criminal acts was
fundamentally rooted in an aversion to impurity in early China. One important point of
discussion is a unique method of execution called wuzhu (;F5&) or wuchi (F1), which is
to lay the criminal’s residence under the water. A rebel or a patricide was not only executed,
but his residence was also destroyed and turned into a pond. The purpose of this measure
was said to be to keep the filth inside. This indicates that a serious violation of taboo was
believed to cause infectious impurity. Moreover, it also suggests that water was believed to
have a power to isolate the impurity and decontaminate it. This echoes with the fact that
infectious disease patients, when they committed a crime, were executed by drowning.
Another point of discussion is the symbolic meaning implied by the place of execution.
Among several types of places of execution, the author focuses on the crossroads, and
investigates the reasons criminals were executed there. A crossroads was and is a point
where roads converge, as well as diverge. Therefore, in early China the crossroads bore a
symbolic meaning as a junction between this world and another. Not only executions but
also ceremonies to cast away inauspicious things were carried out at crossroads. This act
was supposed to symbolize the exile of something inauspicious, including crime, to another

world, which lay beyond the material junction of roads.

Keywords: the notion of crime, decontamination, place of execution, liminality
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