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PREFACE

This book brings together the fruits of some of my research over more than thirty years. I began working on the interactions between Buddhism and Japanese local gods (Shinto) after I met Allan Grapard in Santa Barbara (California) in the early 1990s. The breadth and depth of his knowledge, his enthusiasm, and his passion were contagious and motivational, and he has always been a source of inspiration. It is no exaggeration to say that without him, it is very likely that this book would have never been written. And, beyond that, my life would most likely have been rather different. This book is dedicated to him. It is sad for me that Allan was not able to see it in print since he passed away in December 2025.

Some people still see the amalgamation of Buddhism with local religious traditions in Japan with puzzlement, if not as outright irrational and far-fetched combinations. The Meiji government’s religious policies which brought to the formation of Shinto as a separate religious tradition that was independent of Buddhism were in part motivated by a desire for clarity and simplification—where to find the sources of Japanese civilization? what are its foundational values?—at a time of multiple and overlapping crises. But to me, rather than this modern simplification, it was the complications, even the messiness, of premodern Japanese religiosities that have been endless sources of attraction and fascination. I have always seen in them widespread forms of creativity and engagement with crucial problems, a sort of applied cultural semiotics in which many people molded signifiers and signifieds out of multiple contexts and welded them together into new and original formations. Allan Grapard was perhaps the first to see the creative semiotic processes involved in the interactions of buddhas and kami, and he wrote about them in his 1987 article on “Linguistic Cubism.”

Like most of my books, this one too is the result of a meandering trajectory through arcane texts, scattered documents, various artifacts of visual and material culture, and the performing arts, based on notes I accumulated during years of archival research and fieldwork, and of listening to people. Many parts were initially presented at lectures and conferences, and some of its content has already been published in various venues, but this is something like a “definitive mix”: here I have extensively revised and updated old material and added new parts. I have tried to trace a narrative arc, which goes from the multifarious ways Buddhist doctrines and practices have shaped Japanese ideas about the gods and their cults to the emergence of autonomous discourses about the kami that owed very little, if anything at all, to Buddhism. In a sense, this book is a history of Shinto, but from the perspective of something that was important for many centuries but is now almost completely lost.
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NOTES FOR THE READER

All Japanese and Chinese names are in the standard order of family name first, followed by the given name. However, following established practice, some well-known premodern authors are also addressed by their first name (Kanetomo for Yoshida Kanetomo, Norinaga for Motoori Norinaga, etc.) after being first introduced by their full name.

Transliterations follow standard rules for each language; macrons are omitted for names commonly used in English (Shinto, Kyoto, mandala, etc.).

As a general rule, premodern Japanese dates (prior to 1873, when the modern Western calendar was introduced) are given in both traditional era names (nengō) and their rendering in the corresponding year of the Common Era (CE), followed, when relevant, by the lunisolar month and day. Thus, Bunmei 13 (1482) 2.18 refers to the eighteenth day of the second month of the thirteenth year of the Bunmei era (corresponding to 1482). Note that month indications prior to January 1, 1873, do not correspond to any specific month in the modern Western calendar (i.e., the second month of a given year is not equivalent to February).

Regarding terminology, I use “religion” loosely to refer to a set of discourses and practices related to the “sacred,” which I envision as a dimension of the real populated by various meta-human entities as they were understood and described by certain people in specific periods of Japanese history. I am aware that this use of the term does not necessarily correspond to the ways in which “religion” is understood today, either in the discipline of religious studies or in everyday parlance, whether in Japan or in the West. After all, this is not a book on the history of “Japanese religions” or on the history of the concept of “religion” in Japan.

I use the term “cult” (or its plural “cults”) quite liberally to refer to forms of understanding and worship and to lifestyles related to meta-human entities that populate the “sacred” as defined above, as for instance in “kami-cults” or “cult to the god Hachiman.” My use of this term is based on its Latin etymology (cultus), which is very close to my definition, and it never implies a derogatory reference to extreme behaviors by fanatic organizations (as in the modern Japanese karuto カルト).

Finally, all translations are mine, except when indicated otherwise. In translated passages, parts between square brackets are my clarifying notes.





Introduction

Buddhism, Shinto, and the Kami


Shinto is typically defined as the indigenous and ancestral religion of the Japanese and the unchanging basis of Japanese cultural identity and value system, and its origins can supposedly be traced to animistic beliefs dating back to the remotest prehistory. Today, Shinto is often understood as a benign tradition based on an animistic love for nature, shamanic practices, ancestor cults, and respect for authority and communal values, all at the service of world peace. This new understanding has supplanted, in a radical and surprising reversal, the standard view of Shinto that prevailed for a good part of the twentieth century, namely, as the matrix of Japanese nationalism and militarism (and today, as the true essence of Japanese spirit). Shinto is often understood not as a “religion,” but as something situated somewhere in the overlapping arenas of cultural heritage, traditional customs, and collective rituals—something that challenges our received (and modern) notions of what a religion is and does.

And yet, even a cursory look at historical documents reveals that all the characterizations in the previous paragraph require qualifications and contextualization, without which they are at best inaccurate; above all, it is crucial to pay attention to the massive historical transformations that have affected what we today call “Shinto.”

It is especially important to emphasize right away that throughout most of premodern Japanese history—at least from the ninth to the sixteenth centuries—authors have almost never discussed “Shinto,” focusing instead on how various divinities related to Buddhism (and India) or to aspects of Chinese thought. For many centuries, “Shinto” was not even a word in the Japanese language, since its two characters combined were most likely read jindō or shindō. Accordingly, Shinto did not exist as an autonomous tradition, and discourses about the kami and their cults were almost always in symbiotic relationships with Buddhism and other religions and intellectual systems. These aspects are the main subjects of this book.


What Is Shinto?

Most treatments, academic and not, of Shinto begin with this question, which is in itself a clue that Shinto is not a self-evident, clear-cut entity, and the tradition this term refers to is complex and diverse.1 This is clear when we look at the terms used to refer to the Shinto gods. While the generic term in vernacular Japanese is kami 神・かみ・カミ (a general term referring to gods in any religious tradition, including the Christian God), gods were given various appellations in Sino-Japanese terminology, which originated from Chinese religions, such as shinmei 神明 (“divine luminary”), or Buddhism, such as gongen 権現 (“avatar”), myōjin 明神 (“enlightened god”), and tenjin 天神 (“heavenly deity,” a translation of the Sanskrit terms deva and devata). The term kami refers to a wide category of sacred entities that include natural objects (mountains, waterfalls, stones, the sea, stars), anthropomorphic deities whose deeds are described in myths recorded in the earliest books written in Japan, such as Kojiki (712), Nihon shoki (720), Fudoki and Man’yōshū (both mid-eighth century)2 (several of these gods are related to the imperial family, especially the highest deity of the entire pantheon, sun goddess Amaterasu Ōmikami 天照大御神), cultural heroes (warriors, emperors, model citizens, etc.), clan divinities (also, more or less related to imperial deities through myths and legends), local spirits (often without a name and a clearly defined shape), and even imported deities (from India, Korea, and China).3

The definition of “nature religion” (which implies a primary focus on natural entities as sacred) is only partially correct, as many gods are anthropomorphic or deified humans. It is also not clear to me where the idea that Shinto is a form of shamanism comes from, as there are no shamanic practices whatsoever at mainstream Shinto shrines today. The term miko 巫女, referring to female priests, is indeed written with a Chinese character that refers to shamanic experiences, but for centuries Japanese miko have not been involved in such practices, and today miko are often university students hired part-time by shrines at times of festivals and high influx of visitors. Another female figure that is often connected to shamanism is the itako イタコ, a woman specialist in communicating with the dead. However, the few itako that remain today are active in a small and remote area in northeastern Japan around Mt. Osore (Osorezan), and they are not representatives of Japanese religion as a whole and have no formal affiliation with Shinto shrines: if anything, they operate around Bodaiji, a large Sōtō Zen temple (but no one claims that they are representative of the Zen tradition).4 Shinto is indeed more elusive than it seems.



A Brief Overview of “Shinto” History

After the introduction of Buddhism to Japan around the sixth century ce, which was followed by a conflict opposing clans who supported local gods against those who favored the worship of the newly imported “Buddha-kami” (butsujin 仏神, as it was initially called in Japanese sources),5 many (if not all) preexisting local cults were gradually incorporated within the Buddhist system and its multiple liturgies. From the eighth century, sources report of local gods issuing oracles that proclaimed their desire to convert to Buddhism in order to attain liberation and salvation. As a consequence, Buddhist temples (often called jingūji 神宮寺, lit. “Buddhist temples as palaces for the gods”) were gradually built in many parts of Japan for the purpose of saving the kami. At this early stage, the local kami (or rather, authors who claimed to be speaking on their behalf) vowed to become protectors of Buddhism, which allowed them to be included at the margins of the Buddhist pantheon. Later on, from around the twelfth century, a new doctrine began to spread, according to which Japanese gods were in fact local avatars or provisional manifestation of Indian buddhas, bodhisattvas, and other divinities, who had moved to Japan from their abodes in India or in some lofty heavenly realms. This doctrine, known today as honji suijaku 本地垂迹 (lit., “original grounds [of the gods, i.e., the Indian divinities] and [their] manifested traces [i.e., the Japanese gods]”), claimed that all gods in Japan were in fact local variants of a more universal form of sacredness based in Buddhism and in Indian religions more generally. These Japanese variants were understood as being appropriate to the time, the place, and the spiritual level of the people dealing with them. This understanding is known in modern scholarship as shinbutsu shūgō 神仏習合, “amalgamation of kami and buddhas”; this expression literally has a more specific meaning as “the acquired practice (shū 習) to combine (gō 合) kami (shin 神) and buddhas (butsu 仏).” It proved enormously influential and came to characterize Japanese religiosity as a whole until the mid-nineteenth century.6 During all this time, the kami were worshiped in various ways at Buddhist institutions (which included halls for the gods), by ritual specialists who were mostly Buddhist monks but sometimes included priestly families specializing in distinct ceremonies for the kami; these ceremonies were typically based on ancient court protocols (at the largest temple-shrines) and on local traditions.

This deep connection with Buddhism did not occur by chance. Wherever it spread in Asia, Buddhism has always been a catalyst for local cults. Buddhist authors studied these cults and inscribed them in public discourses, thus giving local gods a voice from within a Buddhist context, which often tended to alter their nature, if only by adding Buddhist features to them. In the specific case of Japan, as a consequence of this process of assimilation and amalgamation, some local kami were “invented” by Buddhist monks, as in the case of “dragon gods” (Jp. ryūjin 龍神, variants of Indian water deities called nāga) that were identified as living in ponds or in waterfalls, or of hybrid divinities, still very popular in Japan, such as Inari 稲荷, Hachiman 八幡, and Sannō 山王, which seem to have been, since the beginning, Buddhistically enhanced versions of local gods. Other gods were brought to Japan from the Asian continent, such as Indian gods Benzaiten 弁財天 (Sk. Sarasvatī) and Daikokuten 大黒天 (Sk. Mahākāla). It is also possible that some local gods, existing prior to the arrival of Buddhism, were ignored or marginalized by the Buddhists and then forgotten. In any case, Buddhism was rarely engaged in full-fledged rejection of other religions, but instead sought some kind of dynamic coexistence when it spread to areas where other religious traditions were already present.7 We should also add to this religious mix the phenomenon of local cults that remained unassimilated until later centuries,8 and a veneer of Confucianism (especially with regard to social relations and ancestors’ worship), to get a better sense of the complex spiritual world of premodern Japanese.

Shinto as an autonomous discourse about the kami begins with Yoshida Kanetomo 吉田兼倶 (1435–1511), a mid-ranking court aristocrat whose family was in charge of some rituals dedicated to the ancestral kami of the imperial family. Kanetomo divided the teachings about the kami as they existed at his time into three different groups: one was centered on the Ise shrines and based on Shingon Esoteric Buddhism; another one was shared by all other shrines and temples in the realm and was essentially a Buddhist construct that saw the kami as local and temporal manifestations of buddhas and bodhisattvas; and the third one consisted of Yoshida family’s own teachings, which Kanetomo advertised as original and pristine.9 At the time in which it was formulated, this idea was little more than a marketing strategy to promote the ritual services of the Yoshida House at a time of dire economic situation for the court aristocracy; most temple-shrines in the realm had no sense that they were sharing one and the same discourse about the kami, and imagery related to the Ise shrines (itself deeply steeped in Buddhism and Chinese thought) was also employed in various ways by other temple-shrines (including Hie and Miwa). It is important to emphasize that, as far as we can tell from what he wrote, Kanetomo had no intention of changing the entire field of Japanese religions; rather, and much more modestly, he was simply advertising (for sale) his family’s expertise, something that all other aristocratic families with a specific family activity (kagyō 家業), such as music, waka poetry, classical Chinese texts, kimono-donning procedures, and so forth, were doing. Undoubtedly, though, Kanetomo’s intervention had crucial consequences: it opened up the possibility to think about the kami as “originally Japanese,” an idea that became very important in the Edo period (1600–1868) and ended up affecting the ways we understand the kami even today.

It was only since the second half of the Edo period that more or less autonomous Shinto institutions began to develop, mainly centered on the Yoshida House in Kyoto (what is known today as Yoshida Shinto) and several schools of Confucianism. However, Shinto as an independent religious tradition begins only in 1868 with the so-called separation of kami and buddhas (shinbutsu bunri 神仏分離). This forceful separation, carried out upon orders emanating from the government, was one of the first acts in the Japanese process of modernization and amounted to the artificial creation of two separate religious traditions, namely, Shinto and Japanese Buddhism. Subsequently, Shinto’s development was directly related to the policy and imperial ideology of the new Japanese state in what is known as “State Shinto” (kokka shintō 国家神道)—a formation that was disbanded after the end of the Second World War.10

Today, Shinto is a multiple and diverse tradition, which includes at least four different categories: (i) Imperial Shinto (kōshitsu shintō 皇室神道): cults centered on the emperor and mostly taking place at the Imperial Palace in Tokyo;11 (ii) Shrine Shinto (jinja shintō 神社神道): cults taking place at shrines (jinja); (iii) Folk Shinto (minzoku shintō 民俗神道), with its mix of beliefs and practices; and (iv) Sect Shinto (kyōha shintō 教派神道): teachings and ceremonies of several sectarian organizations that have emerged since the nineteenth century and were originally outside of State Shinto in the Meiji period. Some authors also include a fifth category, “Domestic Shinto” (katei shintō 家庭神道) to refer to domestic devotional practices to the kami, which are often not subject to any specific orthopraxy. However, it is not clear how these types of Shinto relate to each other. Imperial cults were codified in laws dating to the eighth century and further defined in the tenth century. Cults at specific shrines, at least in some cases, may originate in an even earlier time, but the earliest permanent buildings dedicated to the kami date from the eighth century, when the first Japanese historical records were written; since then, the practice of building halls for kami spread gradually across Japan, most likely under the influence of Buddhism (these shrines were part of Buddhist temple compounds). Folk traditions are obviously difficult to date, but many beliefs and festivals existing today in Japan began between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, and went through many changes;12 others were created in the modern period. In contrast, sectarian Shinto is a relatively recent development from around the mid-nineteenth century, with the formation of new religious organizations that were more or less loosely connected with preexisting teachings about the kami but also included elements from modern Western religions, spiritism, and occultism.

Finally, a few words regarding the Buddhist temples in charge of kami worship that characterized the religious field of premodern Japan are in order here, as it is an aspect still not fully understood in its modalities. As previously mentioned, almost all large shrines dedicated to the kami prior to 1868 were either full-fledged Buddhist temples or kami-focused institutions supervised by a Buddhist temple. (An important exception was the two shrines of Ise, which were not supervised by any Buddhist temple, but which were nonetheless surrounded by more than hundred Buddhist temples, all removed after 1868; a few other shrines, such as Izumo, become more or less independent of their Buddhist overlords during the Tokugawa period.) These temples were staffed by monks/priests of various ranks with different sectarian and liturgical specializations, carried out Buddhist rituals, and stored canonical scriptures and other commentaries. In addition—and this is what distinguished them from other Buddhist temples without an important kami component—part of their activities concerned the kami that was at the center of their worship, a kami which was understood as a regional avatar of a Buddha or a bodhisattva. A relatively extensive literature exists in Japanese about the history and structure of some of these temple-shrine complexes (much less has been written in English),13 but we still lack a vivid and detailed description of their functioning in real life. For an example of a present-day Buddhist temple that has preserved an important kami component, we should turn to the Zen temple Myōgonji 妙厳寺, commonly known as Toyokawa Inari 豊川稲荷, in Toyokawa near Nagoya in central Japan, which still worships the foxlike kami Inari as a variant of Indian Tantric goddess Ḍākiṇī and a manifestation of the bodhisattva Kannon 観音菩薩.14

As a thought experiment, if we were to transpose the religious situation of premodern Japan just outlined above to the present West (with some imagination), we would have large religious multiplexes with churches, mosques, synagogues, and perhaps some Buddhist temples (and sometimes there would be several
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