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(A copy of the Powerpoint for this presentation in .pptx format can be viewed here.)

The sudden appearance in the historical record of mysterious akuto (evil bands) in the thirteenth
century, as well as their disappearance a century later, have long fascinated historians, and there
has been protracted debate about what exactly an akuto is. While much scholarship has focused
on the akuto as a social phenomena, such as the victims of increased monetization or as a sign of
locals pushing against oppressive overlords, some scholars see the word akutd as a rhetorical and
legal tool. This talk will follow this line of scholarship to look at two well documented akutd
cases at Obe, and to demonstrate how akuto suits were constructed.

The two suits, brought some twenty-five years apart, use very different evidence: while the first
case (from the 1290s) uses edited documents from people on the ground at Obe, the second
(from the 1320s) primarily uses documents from another case involving another estate with
another proprietor. I will use the evidentiary documents to demonstrate that the residents of Obe
were engaging the legal system themselves, to attempt to understand just who on the estate was
writing the letters, and to show that Todaiji, Obe’s proprietor, appropriated and manipulated their
appeal in the first case. I will also argue that the absence of a local perspective in the second case
suggests that the residents of Obe who had been active in writing the first set of documents were
either disinterested or opposed to the temple in the second case.
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