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A Study of the Arrangements for the Executioner in Beheadings:
From the Statutes of the Edo Era to the Penal Code of the Meiji Era

SAKURAI Satoshi

Abstract:

The first purpose of this paper is to reveal who, under the statutes of the Edo era and the penal code of the
Meiji era, were given the duty of executing condemned criminals by beheading. The second is to criticize a
previous paper about executioners by Masaki Akira, who influenced the anti-death penalty movement.

To these ends, the author shows the arrangements for executioner in those times by examining
Kinseigyoukeishikou which Masaki prefaced. Then, the author finds three important facts describing
executioners. First, the status of not only the condemned criminal but also the executioner was related to the
grade of the death penalty in the Edo era. Second, executioners did not work inside the jails in the Edo era. This
can be seen in the third fact that the status of Yamada Asaemon, the most famous executioner of the time,
changed from nongovernmental worker in the Edo era to governmental employee in the Meiji era.

Although executioners were arranged for as mentioned above, Masaki produces the misinterpretation that all
executioners in the Edo era were hinin (outcast people). The author believes that we need a better history of

executioners, as even Masaki mistook the arrangements for executioners.

Keywords: executioner, death penalty, jail, Yamada Asaemon, Masaki Akira

180



