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Abstract:
Emerging in feudal Japan, the ritual of harakiri (seppuku) took shape
particularly amid the transformations experienced by the samurai class during
the Japanese medieval period, where it was adopted as a means of preserving
honor and safeguarding moral status in the face of defeat or failure. This practice
became closely associated with the Bushiddo code, which established values
grounded in strict loyalty, courage, discipline, and the preference for an
honorable death over a life marked by disgrace. Over time, it evolved into a
deeply rooted tradition within Japan’s cultural and political structure, extending
beyond its individual dimension to embody broader symbolic meanings.
Grounded in a rigorous ethical framework, the ideology surrounding harakiri
regarded the act as a means of purifying the self from shame and restoring lost
dignity. This perspective drew upon an interplay of religious and philosophical
elements, as Shintoism emphasized purity and loyalty, while Zen Buddhism
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stressed self-discipline and acceptance of death with composure. Accordingly,
harakiri was not perceived merely as an individual act, but rather as a ritual
practice imbued with symbolic significance, aiming to reinstate the individual’s
moral standing within the collective. Reflected in Japan’s political life, these
rituals played a role in regulating behavior within the samurai class, thereby
reinforcing the cohesion of the feudal system. They also served as a means to
avoid humiliating punishments imposed by authority, which contributed to the
consolidation of values such as personal responsibility and loyalty to the ruler.
In later periods, the symbolism of harakiri assumed a more explicit political
dimension, as it was employed to express protest, rejection, and refusal to
surrender during pivotal moments of transformation in modern Japanese history.
Contributing significantly to the formation of the Japanese political mindset, the
ritual of harakiri reinforced concepts of honor, discipline, and sacrifice for the
sake of the community and the state. Its influence was evident in the conduct of
political and military elites, particularly during times of crisis, when assuming
ultimate responsibility even unto death was often regarded as preferable to
admitting failure or enduring disgrace. Thus, harakiri emerged as a complex
cultural and political phenomenon, intertwining individual ethical dimensions
with a profound structural impact on Japan’s political order across historical
periods.
Keywords: Japan, Suicide Rituals, Samurai, Seppuku.
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