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FOREWORD





THIS BOOK IS intended as an introduction to Shinto as it is currently practised in Japan. It starts from the assumption that the reader has heard of Japan and knows, for example, that Tokyo is the capital, but knows nothing about Shinto. The first chapter, then, is a very high-level introduction to Shinto, to give you the big picture, and some context for the more detailed information in the rest of the book.

The first main section describes matsuri, the central activities of Shinto, and the following section describes jinja, the main locations at which Shinto is practised, and the people who serve there. The next section discusses Shinto myths, including an account of perhaps the most famous, Amaterasu and the Cave of Heaven, and is followed by a section on theology, which considers the importance of purification and the nature of kami, as well as discussing four of the most important individual kami.

The next section looks at Shinto in Japanese society, including a very brief discussion of its history, a consideration of the Shinto establishment, and an overview of popular attitudes. Finally, I look at three individual jinja: Jingū, dedicated to Amaterasu Ōmikami and arguably the most sacred site in Shinto, Yasukuni Jinja, dedicated to Japan’s war dead and unquestionably the most controversial site in Shinto, and Shirahata Hachiman Daijin, dedicated to Hachiman Ōkami and a typical jinja.

I have done my best to ensure that every statement in this book is true, although some errors are sure to have slipped through, but my perspective has shaped what I have chosen to talk about, and what to omit. Thus, I would like to sketch my background, to help you to allow for my biases.

I was born in England, but I have lived in Japan for over fifteen years, and I am now a Japanese citizen. I have been studying Shinto almost as long as I have been in Japan, and practising it for well over a decade. In that time, I have passed all the exams provided for lay people by the largest Shinto organisation, and I currently work for that organisation, Jinja Honchō, as a consultant, primarily concerned with the presentation of Shinto to people outside Japan. This book, however, is my personal perspective.

I am not writing from the perspective of an anthropologist. As a practitioner of Shinto and an employee of the Shinto establishment, I am writing to a great extent as an insider. Similarly, most of my sources are written by practitioners of Shinto for other practitioners. I have points of disagreement with mainstream Shinto, some of which I touch on in the book, but on the whole I think Shinto is a valuable and worthwhile religious tradition, and so this book presents it as such.

On the other hand, I was not raised in Japan, and I came to Shinto from a very different religious background. In that sense, I am writing as an outsider, and many of the things that I find of interest are the points where Shinto contrasts most strongly with the religious traditions that are common or well known in the West. I hope that this book will enable people from western traditions to understand how Shinto is different, as well as appreciate its value, but I am not writing to convert anyone. My aim is to inform.

Because this book focuses on Shinto as it is currently practised, it says little about the history of Shinto, and even less about the architecture of jinja, topics that often dominate introductory texts. I suspect that this is a matter of accessibility; even Shinto priests writing about Shinto often focus on the history. However, someone writing in Japanese can assume that their readers are familiar with Shinto practice; I must assume the opposite. While most Japanese people would not know most of what is described in this book, they would have experienced jinja visits, rituals, and festivals. I hope to provide people outside Japan with a sense of what Shinto is like now.

I have to thank several people for support in the process of producing this book.

First, I must thank my patrons on Patreon
 , who provided financial support for the process of writing this book in return for early access to the material in it. It might have been possible to write it without them, but I do not think I would have actually done it.

Second, I would like to thank the various Shinto priests and officials who answered my questions and provided access to information. I could not have written this book without their cooperation.

Finally, I will thank my family, for everything.









CHAPTER ONE


What is Shinto?


SHINTO IS THE native religious tradition of Japan, and centres on the veneration of kami. The best definition of “kami” may be “what you venerate when practising Shinto”, because Shinto places much more emphasis on what you do than on what you believe. One widely accepted explanation is that “kami” refers to anything that has an outstanding impact on people’s lives, including the kami that appear in the ancient legends of Japan, spectacular natural phenomena such as mountains, oceans, and waterfalls, ancient trees and woodlands, and exceptional human beings.

Traditionally, there are said to be eight million kami, but this is just an expression meaning that there are too many to count. The word “kami” itself can be either singular or plural, which means that in many contexts it is not clear how many kami are thought to be involved. In addition, there are traditions that claim that kami with different names, venerated in different places, are actually the same kami, and traditions in which kami with the same name are actually different kami. These traditions do not always agree. The end result of this is that it is probably impossible, even in principle, to give a full list of the Shinto kami.

The nature of kami is also very ambiguous. On the one hand, they are generally thought of as invisible spirits. On the other hand, Mount Fuji is literally a kami according to some traditions, not just the home of an invisible spirit who is the kami of Mount Fuji. (Of course, some other traditions do say that Mount Fuji is the home of the spirit.) Similarly, some kami are human beings, and there are a number of kami venerated today of whom there are many surviving photographs, while other kami have no traditional form at all. When kami are thought of as invisible spirits, which is the most normal approach, they are still believed to be present in particular locations, and may be called to a different place for a ceremony, or called into an item, and brought into a home in that item. The same kami can be present in many different locations, but different places that enshrine the same kami might compete with one another.

Although kami are powerful, they are not all-powerful. A number of ceremonies are intended to increase the power of the kami, and many kami are known for being particularly powerful in certain areas, such as scholarship, healing, or farming. Even so, it is not right to think of a kami as being the kami “of” scholarship, for example, because any request can be taken to any kami. Similarly, kami are not all-knowing. One standard form of Shinto ceremony is an announcement ceremony, to tell a kami that something has happened, and a number of important festivals take the kami round an area, in part to show it what is happening and how the area is doing.

Nor are kami necessarily good. There is a very old tradition in Shinto of venerating kami because they are frightening and dangerous, in the hope that the veneration will persuade them to refrain from causing disasters. Mount Fuji is an active volcano, although it is centuries since it last erupted, and the veneration of the kami started in (arguably successful) efforts to prevent further eruptions. The same applies to people venerated as kami; many were venerated because it was believed that they were cursing their enemies from beyond the grave. Thus, the fact that someone or something is venerated as a kami does not necessarily mean that Shinto practitioners think that the kami is admirable, or should be imitated. Over time, people do come to expect the kami to treat them well, but the Great East Japan Earthquake of 2011 prompted a renewed emphasis on the dangerous and frightening aspects of kami.

By now, it should be clear that “god” is a very bad English translation of “kami”. “Spirit” is better, but still not good, because it decides the ambiguity between the mountain and the spirit in favour of the spirit. This is why I do not translate the word at all. It is also why I talk about “venerating” kami, rather than “worshipping” them. “Worship” is very strongly associated with the idea of an all-powerful creator god, the source and standard of good and evil. “Venerate” is less common, but it is sometimes used for people who have done something that is very impressive. It is, therefore, a better match to the attitude of many fervent Shinto practitioners to the kami. The kami are powerful and important, and must be treated with respect, but they are not the centre of the universe, and did not create it.

These days, the veneration of kami normally takes place in sacred spaces called “jinja”. “Jinja” is normally translated as “shrine”, and that is not too bad; it could also be translated as “temple”. However, the architecture, precincts, and ceremonies are quite different from the images called to mind by those words, so here again I prefer to use the Japanese word without translation. Jinja vary a great deal, in size, location, architecture, and composition, but there is something that could be described as a “typical” jinja.

The most sacred location in the jinja is the sanctuary (“honden”, in Japanese), a building which houses the kami. Many sanctuaries contain an object in which the kami is thought to reside, but some contain an empty seat, or bed, for the kami to use. Ordinary people can almost never enter the sanctuary, and even the priests of the jinja only enter on a few occasions: maybe once per year, for the jinja’s most important festival, or maybe even less often than that. The doors of the sanctuary are normally closed, and even when they are open, a bamboo blind blocks any view of the interior. Indeed, at many jinja it is impossible to even see the sanctuary, because it is inside another building, or hidden behind the prayer hall.

The prayer hall (“haiden”, in Japanese) is where most of the ceremonies and rituals at the jinja take place. These ceremonies and rituals are called “matsuri” in Japanese, and I normally use the Japanese word, but in this case the English translations are not particularly misleading. The prayer hall is normally a single room, often with a raised area at the inner side, nearer the sanctuary. There are doors on the side facing the sanctuary, which are opened for most ceremonies, and often large sliding doors on the other sides, allowing most of the walls to be opened up. You must remove your shoes before entering the prayer hall, and must not enter without permission from the priests of the jinja. Normally, people other than the jinja staff only enter the prayer hall when they are participating in a ceremony, but the jinja staff often enter to clean it, arrange seating, and make preparations for ceremonies.

The decorations of the prayer hall vary greatly depending on the jinja, but there are a few things that can be said in general. First, images of the kami, whether painted or sculpted, are extremely unusual. Shinto does have a tradition of images of the kami, but they are most often used as the object that houses the kami, and thus are not displayed. Second, many jinja have a large, round, polished metal mirror displayed in front of the doors leading to the sanctuary. The mirror is a very important symbol in Shinto, although it would be hard to find a clear statement of what it is a symbol of. Mirrors are also common objects used to house the kami, but the mirror displayed in the prayer hall is not housing the kami; if the kami at a jinja is housed in a mirror, that mirror is in the sanctuary, and cannot be seen. One or more tables normally stand in front of the mirror. These tables are long and narrow, and placed so that people attending ceremonies are looking at the long side when facing the sanctuary. They have four narrow legs at each end, for a total of eight legs. These tables, called “an”, are used to make offerings to the kami during ceremonies, and at many jinja there are offerings on them at all times.

Ceremonies held in the prayer hall are quite formal, and most jinja expect an offering of at least ¥5,000. It is also often necessary to make a reservation in advance. Most visitors thus pay their respects at the entrance to the prayer hall, as I will describe later.

The precincts of the jinja are normally considerably larger than the sanctuary and prayer hall, and contain a sacred woodland, the “chinju no mori”. The size of this woodland varies enormously from one jinja to another, from covering an entire mountain in rural areas to a single tree for some urban jinja. However, jinja with no trees at all are extremely rare. While the whole woodland is sacred, in many cases it is possible to enter at least part of it, and some jinja hold events there. In other cases, access is limited, either for religious reasons, or because the woodland is unsafe, for example because it is on a very steep slope. Particular trees in the jinja precincts may be venerated individually, as “shinboku”, or “kami trees”. These trees are distinguished by a rope of rice straw, with hanging pieces of folded white paper, tied around the trunk.

A pair of stone statues of animals that look a bit like lions, called “koma inu”, stand in front of the prayer hall. These statues protect the jinja from evil influences. At famous jinja, they are sometimes very large, but as they are gifts from the parishioners this depends on the prosperity of the area, and the feelings of the local people towards the jinja.

The jinja office is normally close to the prayer hall, and often built onto the side. Most jinja do not have resident priests, and such jinja may not have an office at all. The office is where you request ceremonies in the prayer hall, and also normally where the jinja distributes o-mamori amulets, and o-fuda tablets, which I will also describe later.

In most jinja, a straight path leads from the main entrance to the centre of the prayer hall. This is called the “sandō”, or sacred path. The sacred path often climbs a set of stairs before reaching the prayer hall, but most jinja now have other ways to get to the prayer hall, in order to be more accessible. The centre of the sacred path is said to be for the use of the kami, so you should not walk along the centre. In many jinja, there is a hand rail up the centre of any stairs, making it impossible to walk up the centre at that point.

To one side of the sacred path, before getting to the prayer hall, there is a purification font. This is normally a large stone water trough, often under a protective roof, with a number of ladles provided for purification.

The entrance to the jinja precincts is marked by a torii, an open gateway with two vertical pillars, one on either side, and two horizontal beams across the top. Different torii have different shapes, but there are very few jinja without a torii, and a stylised image of a torii is used as the map symbol for a jinja, and often as a symbol for Shinto in general.

As I mentioned earlier, Shinto puts much more emphasis on what practitioners do than on what they believe, and so it is important to understand those practices in order to understand Shinto. I will talk about many of them later in the book, but here I want to describe the basic rites involved in visiting a jinja to pay your respects to the kami.

First, you stop just outside the torii, and bow very slightly before going through. Once you have passed through the first torii you are within the sacred precincts of the jinja. Then you walk along one side of the sacred path to enter the jinja. It does not matter which side you walk along, but at busy jinja people are often directed to enter along the side next to the purification font, and leave on the other side, to keep the flow of people smooth. Some jinja have more than one torii along the sacred way. In that case, you should pause and bow very slightly at each torii (unless there are dozens of them, which does happen at some jinja).

At the purification font, bow very slightly, and then take one of the ladles with your right hand and fill it with water from the font. First, pour a little over your left hand, to clean it, and then transfer the ladle to your left hand, and pour a little water over your right hand. Then transfer the ladle back to your right hand, pour a little water into the hollow of your left hand, and use that water to rinse your mouth. Do not swallow the water; instead spit it out at the base of the font (not into the font). Finally, rinse your left hand once more, then raise the ladle vertically so that the remaining water runs down the handle, and place the ladle back where you took it from, with the open side down so that the water drains out. Most jinja do not provide towels, so it is a good idea to have your own handkerchief to dry your hands.

This is a simplified purification ritual, and such purification is a very important part of Shinto ceremonies. If a jinja has a functioning purification font, it is very impolite to omit this purification. Unstaffed jinja, however, may have no water in the font, in which case you have no choice but to omit it.

Walk along the sacred path until you reach the prayer hall. There are often a few steps up to a stone platform outside the prayer hall itself, and you should climb those, until you are standing at a collection box (normally a large chest, about a metre wide) and a rope to ring a bell. This is where you pay your respects. While paying your respects, you may stand in the middle, but it does not matter where you stand; particularly at a popular jinja, you should just take whatever space is vacant when it is your turn, and several people may pay their respects at once.

Bow very slightly, then ring the bell and throw a small amount of money into the collection box. There is not generally established order for these two actions; different jinja suggest different orders. Both of them are forms of purification. The sound of the bell is supposed to drive away evil spirits, while the offering carries your impurity away with it. If asked, jinja recommend an offering of at least ¥100, but many people offer ¥5, because this is a pun on the Japanese for “good connection”; both ¥5 and “good connection” are pronounced “go-en”.

Next, bow deeply twice. You should, in theory, bow so that your body forms a 90 degree angle, but that is very deep, and most people do not do that. After bowing, clap loudly twice, with your hands around the level of your shoulders. At this point, most people put their hands together and bow their heads to offer thanks to or make a request of the kami. Finally, bow deeply once more.

You then leave the jinja along the sacred path. When you reach a torii, you should turn back to face the prayer hall, and bow slightly. You are still within the sacred precincts until you have passed through the outermost torii.

Particularly fervent followers of Shinto (like me) pay their respects at their local jinja in this manner every day, but that is unusual. It is somewhat more common for people to do this on the first and fifteenth of every month (before Japan adopted the solar calendar, this was the days of the new moon and full moon), but most people just visit when they have a particular request, or when they happen to be passing.

Anyone may pay their respects at any jinja in this manner. It does not matter what your personal religious beliefs are, which kami is enshrined in the jinja, or where you are from. If you perform the ritual correctly and behave respectfully, any priests who see you will be pleased, particularly if you don’t look Japanese. If you want to look around a jinja after paying your respects, and take photographs of the buildings, that is normally permitted, although a handful of jinja have forbidden photography. They have clear signs saying so, however, so if there are no signs, you may assume that you can take photographs of buildings, although you should not take photographs of people without permission. It is polite, however, to pay your respects to the kami before doing the tourist thing.

It is not uncommon for people to visit the jinja office to get o-mamori amulets or o-fuda tablets after paying their respects to the kami. O-fuda tablets are wooden boards, normally between fifteen and thirty centimetres long, with the name of the jinja or the kami written on them. The kami is invited into the o-fuda in a ceremony in the jinja, and people receive them in order to venerate the kami in their homes, on a kamidana. “Tana”, or “dana”, is the Japanese for shelf, and a “kamidana” is literally a kami shelf: a shelf in the home where o-fuda are placed, so that the kami can be venerated inside the home.

O-mamori are also often pieces of wood into which the kami is invited in a ceremony at the jinja, but the wood is a lot smaller and normally sealed inside a brocade bag. O-mamori are requests to the kami for a particular sort of protection, such as a safe and healthy family, or success in business. You do not open the bag; instead, you carry the whole o-mamori with you to get the benefit. A health o-mamori might be carried in your pocket, while a study o-mamori might go on your desk. Many jinja have distinctive o-mamori for benefits that are particularly associated with that kami, and almost all o-mamori have the name of the jinja on. This means that they also make good souvenirs, although that is not their primary purpose.

Strictly speaking, o-mamori are not bought and sold. Rather, you make an offering to the jinja, and the jinja gives you an o-mamori in recognition of that. However, each o-mamori has a clearly stated appropriate offering, normally a few hundred yen. At large jinja that have a lot of foreign tourists, there may be English labels, but smaller jinja will only have Japanese.

Japanese people sometimes visit jinja to get o-mamori, but the most common reason for visiting is probably to participate in a matsuri. There are two main types: ceremonies performed by the jinja for visiting individuals, and festivals performed as part of the annual ritual cycle of the jinja.

Personal ceremonies are performed in the prayer hall, as mentioned above, and all have the same basic form. The visitor gives the jinja some money, typically ¥5,000 or more, in an envelope, as an offering. The priest then performs a purification ceremony, normally in the prayer hall. Next, the priest reads a prayer, called a norito, in classical Japanese, in which the purpose of the ceremony is explained and the kami are asked for their aid and protection. There are standard norito for the most common sorts of ceremonies, but priests also write new norito if necessary: for example, if you are having a ceremony to announce that you have received Japanese citizenship. The visitors then offer a twig of the sakaki tree, a broadleaf evergreen, with paper tied to it. This is a symbolic offering, but there is some dispute over what it symbolises. After the ceremony, the visitor receives some food that has been offered to the kami, most often sake and bonito flakes, and an appropriate o-mamori or o-fuda.

The most common personal ceremonies are rites of passage. In particular, Hatsumiyamairi, when a newly born baby is presented at a jinja, and Shichi-Go-San, when three-year-old girls and boys, five-year-old boys, and seven-year-old girls visit the jinja, are very popular. Hatsumiyamairi happens about a month after the child is born, but Shichi-Go-San is normally done in November. Children are often dressed in gorgeous kimono for the Shichi-Go-San ceremony, which makes famous jinja in cities a very good place to visit at that time of year. Shinto weddings are performed, but they are less common, and funerals are never performed at a jinja, because death is a source of ritual pollution. Shinto priests perform funerals at rented ceremony halls, but most funerals in Japan are Buddhist. Another set of rites of passage are the “yakudoshi”, ages when people are supposed to be particularly vulnerable to bad luck or crises. There are three of these, and the ages are different for men and women. The most important ones are 33 for women, and 42 for men. Not as many people perform these ceremonies as perform the childhood ones, but it is not uncommon. It is also very common to have a ceremony called a “jichinsai” performed when starting to construct a new building, but for this ceremony the priest leaves the jinja, and performs the ceremony at the building site. People also have ceremonies performed to ask for success in business or in examinations, or to pray for the safety and prosperity of their family in a new year. At a busy jinja, reservations may be necessary, and in cities it is common for several families to have their Shichi-Go-San ceremonies performed together, but, just as with visiting to pay your respects, anyone may ask for these ceremonies to be performed, and jinja very rarely refuse. It is best to be smartly dressed (a suit, or, even better, a kimono), but few jinja are strict about that, as long as your clothes are tidy and clean.

The annual ceremonies are performed for the kami and the community, and a lot of local people often attend, with stalls selling food at the larger ones. There are a number of ceremonies that are standard across Japan, but almost every jinja has its own ceremonies as well. One of these ceremonies is the grand festival, reisai or reitaisai, the most important of the annual festivals at that jinja. Families with children are particularly likely to take their children along to these festivals, and so these events are what most Japanese people think of when they hear the word “matsuri”. They range from local ceremonies that take an afternoon at one jinja, to the annual Gion Festival in Kyoto, which takes two weeks and involves large parades through the city. Many of these festivals have centuries of history, and local groups place a great deal of importance on preserving the tradition and reviving parts that have been abandoned, even if they do not think of themselves as practitioners or followers of Shinto.

Shinto priests play a central role in these ceremonies. Fundamentally, a Shinto priest serves the kami, and stands between the kami and human visitors, carrying messages in both directions. These days, however, very few relay messages from the kami; jinja do not normally have anything like a sermon in their ceremonies. Mainstream Shinto priests are trained and licensed by Jinja Honchō, the Association of Shinto Shrines, and Jinja Honchō recognises about 20,000. There are priests affiliated to other Shinto organisations, but their social role is much smaller. Around 90% of priests are male, but recently about a third of people training for the priesthood have been female, so this proportion is likely to change. The priesthoods of most local jinja are hereditary, and the overwhelming majority of female chief priests are the daughter of the previous chief priest of their jinja. At such a local jinja, all the adult members of the family may well be licensed priests, but in many cases they have other jobs as well, because the offerings at the jinja are not enough to support the jinja and a family. (Schoolteacher is a particularly respected choice.) Further, there are 80,000 jinja registered as religious corporations and affiliated to Jinja Honchō, and so it is obvious that most of them cannot have resident priests. In fact, as there are large jinja with dozens of priests, the situation is even more extreme than that. For legal reasons, every jinja is headed by a particular priest, and in rural areas a single priest can, on paper, be responsible for up to a hundred shrines; a couple of dozen is common, and half a dozen is standard even in urban areas. There is a real problem with jinja that cannot be properly maintained, but it is not quite as bad as these numbers might suggest, because local residents are often also closely involved.

Larger jinja may also be staffed by miko, or shrine maidens. Miko are always young women, and normally retire from the role by their late twenties. Miko and priests both wear hakama, trouser skirts, over a white kimono, and young female priests can be distinguished from miko by the colour of the hakama: miko wear bright red hakama, while young female priests are likely to wear pale green. More senior priests have other colours (purple or white), but a priest with enough experience to have earned those colours is likely to look too old to be a miko in any case. Miko are not centrally licensed or officially recognised, although larger jinja do offer training, and many full-time miko are actually licensed priests. Smaller jinja may take on part-time miko at busy times, such as the new year, and they are normally young women who live near the jinja. Larger jinja in cities advertise for part-time miko, and it is, apparently, a popular part-time job.

New year is particularly busy because of the tradition of Hatsumōdë. Most Japanese people (over 75%) visit either a jinja or a Buddhist temple during the first three days of the new year. Meiji Jingū, in Tokyo, gets over three million visitors in that period, and even a small suburban jinja can see 10,000. Hatsumōdë starts at midnight on New Year’s day, and many jinja have a long queue by the time midnight comes around. Many people attend Hatsumōdë without feeling that it is a religious event, and even without necessarily knowing whether they are at a jinja or a Buddhist temple. Even so, quite a few of them receive o-mamori, or draw fortunes to see what the next year will be like.

As we come to the end of this introduction, readers may have noticed that a few things you might expect to find in an outline of a religion are missing. First, there has been no discussion of the founder, or of the holy books. That is because Shinto does not really have either of those. There simply is no founder. Shinto’s roots go back into Japanese prehistory, and while scholars debate at which point in the development of the tradition you can call it Shinto, they all agree that there is no-one who can be called its founder, and no school of Shinto has ever identified someone as the founder of the religion. Shinto has no equivalent to Jesus or Sakyamuni Buddha, or even to Abraham or Moses.

The situation with regard to holy books is a little more complex. There are a number of texts dating from the eighth and ninth centuries that collect legends, and these are very important within Shinto, in part because a lot of jinja enshrine kami who are described in those legends. I will discuss them later in this book. However, they are not “holy books” in the same sense as the Bible or the Qur’an, and one of them, the Nihonshoki
 , includes several different and contradictory versions of central legends as different versions of the story told by different people.

Another thing that is missing is any serious discussion of life after death. This is a topic that Shinto simply says very little about. There is a vague idea that the dead become kami who watch over their descendants, but there are also legends that suggest that the dead go to a land under the earth, or across the sea, or in the mountains. Shinto is very much focused on this life, and none of the o-mamori available at most jinja have anything to do with an afterlife.

Finally, there is very little definite to say about ethics. Shinto values purity, which is why the purification rituals are important, but that purity is just as much about physical dirt as it is about sinful actions. Indeed, Shinto does not clearly distinguish bad things that someone does, and bad things that happen to them; both can count as ritual pollution. Historically, Shinto has picked up ethics from other systems, such as Buddhism and Confucianism, and has a long tradition of valuing honesty and purity, but detailed discussions of ethics are not part of the tradition. This is, I believe, because it is primarily a practical tradition, focused on venerating and placating kami who may not themselves be ethical. It is possible to say interesting things about ethics within the Shinto tradition, and some people have, but none of those ethical ideas could be described as generally accepted today.

The absence of these features has led some people to deny that Shinto is a religion, and they have a point. If your paradigm of a religion is Christianity, then Shinto is so different that it might well be better to not call it a religion. This is why I started by calling it a “religious tradition”, rather than a religion. In the end, however, I don’t think it is very helpful to worry about what to call it. It is far better to just try to understand it as it is. The aim of this book is to help you to do so.

This book focuses on contemporary Shinto practice, rather than on history, but there are a couple of events in Japanese history that are essential to an understanding of contemporary Shinto. The first is the Meiji Revolution, in 1868, when the shogun was overthrown and Japan transformed into a constitutional monarchy, while Westernising more quickly than quite a few European countries. Shinto was profoundly affected by these changes, because the new government made it play an important role in the country’s metamorphosis. The second is the end of the Second World War, when all the systems that the government had set up to regulate and organise Shinto were destroyed, literally overnight. (They existed on February 2nd
 1946, and did not exist on February 3rd
 .) There are numerous general books in English on both of these topics, although most say little about the impact on Shinto. I will refer to both of them many times when discussing contemporary Shinto.

Having completed the introduction, I must introduce a caveat. Shinto practice is very diverse, and so for every statement I made above, there is at least one jinja in Japan where it is false. I will draw attention to this diversity at many points in the book, but you should always bear it in mind. For every generalisation about Shinto, there are exceptions, and most generalisations have important exceptions. An introduction such as this, however, has to focus on the general case.









CHAPTER TWO


Matsuri









“MATSURI” IS THE general term for the central ceremonies of Shinto. Shinto is about what you do, rather than about what you believe, and matsuri are what you do. Thus, an understanding of Shinto must start from an understanding of matsuri.

A matsuri is, in essence, anything done to honour the kami. This means that the things done in a matsuri can, in principle, differ a great deal between different matsuri. However, there have been pressures for standardisation for centuries, and from the Meiji Revolution to the end of the Second World War these pressures had the force of law. The forms defined in the law were adopted, with some revisions, by Jinja Honchō immediately after the war, and the overwhelming majority of matsuri performed in Japan today take this pattern as a base, and normally follow it quite closely.

First, the participants, offerings, and ritual space are all purified. The kami place great importance on purity, which includes physical cleanliness as well as ritual purity, and it is necessary to remove any impurity, called “kegarë”, from the people and items that will be used in a matsuri before the ceremony begins in earnest. This is called “shubatsu” within the matsuri, or “haraë”, “misogi”, or “misogiharai” (sometimes “haraimisogi”) more generally. After the purification, everyone takes their places for the matsuri.

The presiding priest bows once, to open the matsuri proper.

Next, the offerings to the kami are set out. These offerings are primarily offerings of food, and almost always include uncooked rice, water, salt, and sake. It is common to include other items, particularly in larger jinja or at larger matsuri, and sometimes items other than food and drink are included. Sometimes the presentation of the offerings is a long, elaborate ceremony, almost like a dance, and sometimes the priest just takes the lids off the sake bottles. The offerings are intended as a meal for the kami.

After the offerings are set out, the presiding priest reads a norito, a formal Shinto prayer. This is actually read; even for the norito that all priests know by heart, they have a script in front of them. The norito tells the kami what and whom the matsuri is for, and makes requests or offers thanks. It is not uncommon for the norito to also describe the matsuri to some extent.

Music may be played and kagura, sacred dance, performed after the norito, but this is often omitted, simply because many jinja do not have the resources to do it. Kagura is performed for the kami, rather than for the people in attendance, which means that attendees watch the dances from behind or, sometimes, the side.

Next, the priests and attendees offer reverence to the kami. This may follow the normal etiquette for a jinja visit, but people often offer tamagushi, small branches of a broadleaf evergreen tree (normally sakaki) with paper or linen strips attached. Tamagushi are sometimes said to symbolise offering one’s own spirit to the kami, and receiving the kami into oneself. However, as is true surprisingly often in Shinto, while there is widespread agreement that tamagushi are symbolic, there is much less agreement on what, exactly, they symbolise.

Finally, the priests remove the offerings, which may simply mean putting the lids back on the sake bottles, and the presiding priest bows once to close the matsuri. Everyone then leaves. Formally, there is supposed to be a naorai, a communal meal, after the matsuri, but this is very often abbreviated to simply receiving a sip of sake and a pack of bonito flakes from the jinja. After a major matsuri, however, there often is a communal meal for all the main participants.

A matsuri can be performed in its entirety by a single priest, and up to a dozen priests and miko can participate in performing the ritual without the need for any special measures, if the prayer hall is large enough and the jinja has enough staff. If the matsuri is for a particular person, that person almost always attends, but a matsuri that is part of the jinja’s normal ritual calendar might be performed by a single priest with no attendees.

This outline is extremely common in jinja across Japan, and probably beyond (although I have never attended a matsuri at a jinja overseas). Even so, almost all jinja have their own variations, based on their own traditions, which can range from small idiosyncrasies in the way one of the elements is performed to radically different structures for matsuri with centuries of history. You should bear that in mind while reading the rest of this section, which gives more detail on the standard outline.









HARAË: PURIFICATION





THE ORDER OF ceremonies for a matsuri has a note to the performance of haraë, saying “Before this, perform the “hand water ceremony” (temizu no gi)”. This refers to rinsing your hands and mouth with water, just as you do when you visit a jinja more casually. You may be expected to do it as you arrive at the jinja, or there may be a purification font set up between the waiting area and the prayer hall. In these cases, the etiquette is the same as for a normal jinja visit. At larger jinja, the water may be provided in a portable font, and dispensed by a miko, in which case the etiquette is a bit different. You should squat down in front of the font, and the miko will pour water over both your hands at once. Then cup them both, and she will pour some water in to rinse your mouth. Spit that out on the ground, and then the miko will rinse both your hands again. You are then given a piece of white paper on which to dry your hands.

After this, the participants in the matsuri assemble, and the formal haraë is carried out. This purification is most often performed through the Haraëkotoba, which is a haraë norito, and an ōnusa. An ōnusa is a wooden wand with a lot of white paper strips, and sometimes linen threads, attached to one end. (It is written with the same Chinese characters as marijuana, which occasionally causes confusion, but the reading, in this case, is different; the drug is read “taima”.)

First, one of the priests kneels or stands before the ōnusa, and recites the Haraëkotoba. This is probably the most frequently recited norito in the whole of Shinto (and probably the only one that is not normally read from a script), so I will provide a transcription and translation below.





Kakëmakumo kashikoki Izanagi no Ōkami

Tsukushi no Himuga no Tachibana no Odo no Awagihara ni

Misogiharaë tamaishi toki ni narimaseru

Haraëdo no Ōkamitachi

Moromoro no Magagoto, Tsumikegarë aramuoba

Haraë tamai Kiyomë tamaë

To mōsu koto o

Kikoshimesë to

Kashikomi Kashikomi mo Mōsu





Oh kami of haraë, born when Izanagi no Ōkami, whose very name it is fearful to utter, performed misogiharaë at the Awagihara of Tachibana bay in Himuga in Tsukushi [Southeastern Kyūshū], whatever misfortune or tsumikegarë there may be, we most humbly and fearfully pray that you hear our entreaty to purify and cleanse it.





I should note that word order in Japanese is completely different from word order in English: the first three lines of the transcription are the relative clause describing when the kami of harae were born, and the last three are the statements about us making a humble request. This norito, in its current form, is only a few decades old, as it was slightly revised after the end of the Second World War. However, the basic structure goes back to the eighteenth century, and something very close to its present form was proposed by the nineteenth-century Shinto scholar Hirata Atsutanë, as an attempt to reconstruct the most ancient purification prayers.

After the norito is completed, the priest who recited it, or, at a larger jinja, a second priest, takes the ōnusa off its stand, and uses it to purify the things that will be offered to the kami, and the participants in the matsuri: first the priests, then other attendees. This is done by waving the ōnusa over them, first to the priest’s left, then to his right, and then back to his left. While the participants are being purified, they should all bow their heads; normally the priest tells them this. The ōnusa is then returned to its stand, and the haraë is complete.

While this is the most common form of haraë before a matsuri, purification with salt, or salt water, is sometimes added. In this case, a little of the substance is flicked towards the people or things to be purified, but not normally enough to actually get you wet, or so that you would notice the salt on you. This is a reference to the legend of Izanagi’s purification after his return from Yomi-no-Kuni, when he immersed himself in the sea at Awagihara, and this legend is taken to be the origin of misogi (mi-so-gi, with a hard “g”, as in “good”).

“Misogi” is generally believed to be derived from words meaning “cleanse the body”, and, when it is distinguished from haraë, it refers to purification by immersion in water. Ritualistic forms of this purification do exist, and are practised, but in most jinja, it seems to be taken to mean that priests should take a bath before a ceremony. I have, on one occasion, used the bath provided for priests at a fairly large jinja (Koganëyama Jinja on Kinkasan Island in Miyagi Prefecture, northeastern Japan). You can stay at the jinja overnight to participate in the morning ceremonies, and normally they have separate baths for guests, but this was shortly after the Great East Japan Earthquake, and the guest baths needed to be rebuilt. Thus, I used the bath that the priests used, and it was just a bathroom. There was nothing particularly ritualistic about it. This is, I assume, because Shinto purity includes simple physical cleanliness; I will discuss this issue in more detail later in the book.

Objects are also used as a sort of expiatory offering. This is based on the legend of Susano’o’s haraë when he was cast out of Takamanohara, the High Plain of Heaven, as he was required to offer large quantities of goods to purify himself. This idea is not so prominent in modern Shinto, but it is sometimes applied to the offerings made to the kami. That is, the point of throwing money into the offering box when you visit a jinja is to purify yourself, and the money you offer at a full matsuri is also a form of harae.

This sometimes gets described as the money carrying your kegarë away, but that is a little odd. The money, after all, is thrown into the offering box, within the jinja, and given to the kami, so on this account you would be dumping kegarë on the kami every time you visited the jinja. That is strange because, as noted earlier, the kami are supposed to dislike kegarë. I suspect that this is a misunderstanding based on two different ways that objects can function in haraë, but it is also possible that there is a tension in Shinto theology at this point. As I have mentioned before, this isn’t the sort of issue that Shinto tends to worry about. (But I do, because that’s just the sort of person I am.) Some people see the monetary offering as a simple expression of respect for the kami, with no connection to haraë, which avoids this problem altogether.

The bell that you ring when visiting a jinja is also connected to haraë. The sound of the bell is supposed to drive kegarë away before you pay your respects to the kami. Thus, on a normal visit to a jinja, you perform haraë three times: first when you rinse your hands and mouth, then when you ring the bell, and finally when you make the offering. Bells are also used in some jinja rituals to offer haraë and blessings to the attendees, and in these cases they are shaken over the people in question, much like the ōnusa is in purification. This generally appears to be thought of as more positive than normal haraë, more a matter of giving blessings than removing kegarë, but it still seems to be closely linked. (This also takes place towards the end of the matsuri, rather than at the beginning.)

Once the purification is complete, the matsuri proper can begin, with the presentation of offerings to the kami.









SHINSEN: OFFERINGS TO THE KAMI





EVERY MATSURI INCLUDES “shinsen”, offerings made to the kami. It is often said that a matsuri welcomes the kami as a guest, and the offerings are normally the food presented to the kami at that time. Welcoming a guest without any food at all is, of course, unthinkable.

The offerings do not, however, normally include burgers and chips (or “fries”, for American readers). There are traditions, and Jinja Honchō has standards for what should be offered. In this essay, I will talk about what is offered, and how. This being Shinto, particular jinja often have their own unique traditions, but even then those traditions are normally restricted to a single matsuri during the year, with the standard offerings being made on all other occasions. In this section, I discuss the standard.








STANDARD OFFERINGS

Jinja Honchō has a list of the standard types of food offering for matsuri, and they come in a specific order. When they are presented to the kami, they are offered in this order, and when they are taken out of the jinja, they are removed in the reverse order. For example, rice is offered first, and removed last. Many of the categories also come in two types; this sort of pairing is very common in Shinto.

The first category is rice, and the two categories are white rice, and rice that is still in the husk. The latter is rather difficult to get these days unless you are a rice farmer, and although priests are advised to get brown rice as well if they can, at many jinja only white rice is offered. If both are offered, white rice comes before brown.

Next comes sakë; rice alcohol. This comes in four forms, only one of which is the clear, colourless liquid that most people today think of when they think of sakë. The first pair are white sakë and black sakë. Both of these are cloudy, as they are not filtered after fermentation, and black sakë has wood ash added to it, so it probably is close to black in colour. These are very rare nowadays, limited to particular matsuri at major jinja or the Imperial palace.

The second pair are cloudy sakë and clear sakë. Clear sakë is standard sakë. Cloudy sakë has not been filtered, and is not generally sold these days. Clear sakë is the only form of sakë that is easy to get these days, which means that it is the only form offered at most matsuri. Again, though, it is said to be better to offer two types if possible, especially at major matsuri.

The next class of offerings is mochi, a particular kind of rice pounded so that it forms a paste, which varies a great deal in hardness depending on the way it is made and the rice used. Mochi is normally offered in two large round pieces, like a cake, one slightly smaller than, and on top of, the other. This is called “kagami mochi”, or “mirror mochi”, and is also a traditional new year decoration. Mochi may also be offered in other shapes, depending on the tradition of the jinja in question.

The first three classes of offerings are all derived from rice, which underlines the importance of rice in Shinto. The following classes, however, move away from that.

The fourth class is fish, which is divided into sea fish and river fish. There are certain fish, such as bream and carp, that are offered more often, and others, such as eel, that normally are not offered at all, but a wide range of fish are offered. Shellfish are also offered, particularly abalone, which form an important part of the offerings at Jingū at Isë.

Next come birds, which are divided into field birds and water birds. Pheasants and ducks are common representatives of the two categories.

Then the offerings move onto vegetables. The first class is seaweed, which is divided into deep sea varieties and coastal varieties. Land vegetables come next, divided into “sweet” vegetables and “hot” vegetables. Sweet vegetables are things like carrots, turnips, and aubergines, while hot vegetables include Japanese radish and ginger. The last plant products are fruits, but this category also includes sweets of various kinds. Fruits have higher priority than manufactured sweets.

The next offering is salt. This should, ideally, be sea salt.

The final offering is water, which is fresh water. Many jinja have a well that traditionally supplies this, but it is important that the water be pure, which means that jinja have to be careful about the quality of their water these days.

It is notable that four-legged animals are missing from this list. There are a handful of jinja at which such animals are offered, but only as part of special offerings at particular matsuri. There is some evidence that deer and boar were offered 1300 years ago, and there is a strong suspicion that they were excluded due to Buddhist influence. That would certainly make a lot of sense, but I do not think there is any conclusive proof.

The items offered, apart from rice, are supposed to be sourced locally, and to be in season. These days, when you can buy anything at any time, priests must actually make an effort to meet this requirement. It is also very common to include gifts from people associated with the jinja among the offerings, particularly if some of them are farmers. This means that the precise contents of the offerings vary from day to day, and from jinja to jinja.

The resemblance between the list of standard offerings, with its emphasis on rice and seafood, and traditional Japanese cuisine should be immediately obvious. The Shinto community argues that this is only to be expected, because traditional Japanese cuisine developed from the offerings made at matsuri. To some extent this is obviously true, but I suspect that it would be more accurate to say that the two developed together.








PREPARING THE OFFERINGS

The offerings must be prepared before they are presented to the kami. This is supposed to be done in a special, purified location within the jinja, called the “shinsensho”, or “offerings to the kami place”. Some jinja do have more evocative names for it; at Jingū, for example, it is called the “Inbiyaden”, or “Hall of the Sacred Flame”. I strongly suspect that at some small jinja it is simply the kitchen in the priests’ home, but it is clear that jinja that can have a separate facility are expected to do so.

As part of the emphasis on purity, the people preparing the offerings are supposed to purify themselves beforehand, and wear priestly vestments. In at least some cases, they also have a piece of cloth or paper tied over their mouth and nose, so that they do not breathe on the offerings while they are preparing them. The tools used in the preparation of the offerings should be dedicated to that, and should be made of, and cleaned with, natural materials, rather than plastic and chemical soap. The water used must be pure, and would ideally be drawn from a dedicated well. As mentioned earlier, however, there are problems with pollution of the water these days, which probably drives some jinja to use tap water. At Jingū, however, a well is still used, and the well is revered as a kami in its own jinja, one of the many jinja attached to Jingū.

Similarly, the fire used in the preparation of the offerings should be pure fire, which means fire created using a friction drill, in which friction heats up wood shavings until they start to burn. This is still done at some jinja, and even at those that do not, the fire should be separate from that used to prepare ordinary meals.

This also applies to the source of the offerings. Ideally, the offerings would all be gathered from places where nothing apart from offerings are grown or raised. For example, the rice would be taken from a dedicated paddy field, fish caught in a dedicated area, and vegetables grown in a dedicated plot. Jingū actually does this; there is an elaborate network around Isë, including paddy fields, a vegetable farm, particular locations for catching seafood, and a jinja dedicated to preparing salt from the sea water of Isë bay. However, Jingū is, to the best of my knowledge and the knowledge of the people writing my sources, the only jinja that manages this. It is not uncommon for a jinja to have a dedicated rice field, particularly in rural areas, but anything further is rare.

The work involved in preparing the offerings strongly depends on the type of offerings being made, as there are two basic categories that apply to almost all types of offering. These are “seisen” and “jukusen”. “Seisen” offerings are presented just as they are. Rice is uncooked, vegetables have been washed, but are otherwise in the state in which they are harvested, and fish and birds, while dead, have not been skinned or plucked. “Jukusen” means that the offerings have been prepared for eating, so rice has been cooked, while fish may simply have been cut into slices, as sashimi, ready for consumption. As the offerings are supposed to be food for the kami, you might expect jukusen to be the most traditional kind, and you would be right. However, most jinja these days offer seisen, most of which is inedible as it stands. This change dates from the Meiji period.

Obviously, it typically takes a lot less time to prepare seisen than jukusen, but even so priests are expected to take considerable care with the presentation of the offerings, both how they are arranged, and the process through which they are placed in front of the kami.








PRESENTING THE OFFERINGS

There are a number of ways to present offerings to the kami, including hanging them from the fence around the jinja, throwing them into a river, or scattering them over the ground. However, by far the most common method these days is to present the offerings on one or more an, tables within the jinja or the area of the matsuri.

First, the offerings are placed on a plate or similar vessel. This is then placed on a piece of folded white paper, which is placed on a sanbō, a roughly square tray with an integrated stand. There are rules for how the offering should be placed on the plate, relative to the position of the kami. For example, a whole fish should be placed with its stomach towards the kami and its head towards the more honourable direction (towards the centreline of the jinja, in most cases). While the rules cover everything, exceptions are made when it is not practical. For example, the rules would have apples placed on their side, with the stalk towards the centreline, but that would lead to apples rolling off the sanbō and falling on the floor, so it is permitted to stand them with the stalk facing upwards.

The full ritual for placing the offerings before the kami is quite elaborate, and most jinja only conduct it in full for major matsuri, if then. Even for the year’s largest matsuri, the offerings are sometimes arranged in advance, so that the ritual of making the offerings is reduced to a priest taking the lids off the sakë jars. When the full ritual is performed, the offerings are prepared, on their sanbō, and left on a shelf in the preparation area. Early in the matsuri, the assistant priests at the jinja leave their seats to take up positions within the prayer hall, and in the outer part of the main sanctuary if it is a major matsuri and the jinja is designed that way. The highest ranked assistant priest, called the “haizen” in this role, takes his place near the kami, while the next highest takes his place in the preparation area, next to the offerings, where he is called the “zenbu”. The other priests who are helping take up positions between the two, with the highest ranked nearest the kami, and then working down so that the lowest ranked is nearest the preparation area. These priests are all called “tenaga”, and numbered from one, the one nearest the haizen, down.

The zenbu takes the first sanbō, typically bearing white rice in some form, and carries it, at eye level, to the first of the tenaga, the one with the highest number. Both the zenbu and the tenaga kneel. The tenaga bows, then moves forward to take the sanbō. After the sanbō has been taken, the zenbu bows, and then they both turn away from each other and stand as they start walking, the tenaga to the next tenaga along, and the zenbu to return to the preparation area and pick up the next offering. The tenaga repeat the same ritual to pass the sanbō between themselves, until the first tenaga passes it to the haizen. The haizen is kneeling all the time, near to the kami, and places the sanbō on the an. Ideally, the exchanges all along the chain take place at the same time. Music is supposed to be played throughout this whole process.

When this ritual is performed in full, it is rather like a slow and stately dance. This is also one of the few parts of a matsuri in which the participation of non-priests is generally permitted. The haizen and zenbu should both be priests, particularly the haizen, but the tenaga may be lay people, and most jinja would have to include such people to perform the ritual properly, as they simply do not have enough priests. The other thing about a full performance of the ritual is that, as might be expected, it takes a significant amount of time; several minutes for a full set of offerings.

According to the official orders for matsuri issued by Jinja Honchō, the offerings should all be taken down at the end of the matsuri, following the same pattern in reverse. That is, the haizen takes the offerings down from in front of the kami, and they are passed back through the tenaga to the zenbu, who puts them back on the shelf in the preparation area. However, while I have been at matsuri where the offerings were all presented following the full ritual, I have never seen them taken down with full ceremony during the course of the matsuri. My guess is that such ceremonies are very rare, but I am sure that there are jinja that do it by the book.

After the offerings are removed, they are normally shared out among the priests and attendees, and eaten later. Eating the offerings is important, because sharing food with the kami is an important part of the matsuri. At most matsuri, the ordinary attendees just receive a sip of the sakë, but the priests may look forward to receiving the offerings from special occasions.

The “nikku” daily offerings are obviously less elaborate, as they are supposed to be carried out once or twice every day. The bare minimum for these offerings is rice, sakë, water, and salt, which can all be arranged on a single sanbō. As matsuri get larger and the offerings more elaborate, however, it is normal to have no more than one category of offering on a single sanbō. This can extend as far as having only one kind of item on a single sanbō: a single kind of vegetable, or a single kind of fruit. These days, I believe it is more common to have multiple varieties on the same sanbō, but, again, jinja may have their own customs for this.

Once the offerings have been placed, the priest leading the matsuri goes to kneel before the kami and offer the norito, the central prayer of the matsuri.









NORITO: PRAYERS TO THE KAMI





NORITO ARE THE formal prayers to the kami that form the core of a Shinto matsuri. It is the norito that defines the purpose of a particular matsuri, typically making a request of or offering thanks to the kami. “Norito” is written with the characters for “celebratory words”, but the characters came later, and the original meaning of the word “norito” is disputed. One possibility is that it meant “proclamations of the kami”, in which case the meaning of the term has inverted over the centuries, and come to mean words spoken to the kami instead.

Contemporary norito have a standard form across Japan, because Shinto priests are trained to write them in particular ways, and Jinja Honchō publishes collections of examples. While this form is modelled on the norito found in the Engishiki
 , an early tenth century collection of government regulations that begins with ten volumes of material related to the court’s veneration of the kami, I believe that it was introduced in the late nineteenth century, to replace older forms promoted by Yoshida Shinto and Shinto-Buddhist syncretism. These older traditions have not, I think, completely disappeared, but I will say little about them, because they are peripheral in contemporary Shinto, and I have not researched them in any detail.

Although the form of norito is based on a particular collection of historic norito, those prayers are not used much in day-to-day Shinto practice, with the notable exception of the Ōharaëkotoba, an ancient purification prayer. Daily practice uses norito that are supplied by Jinja Honchō, or written by priests themselves if the situation calls for it. These norito have a number of common elements, and so I can start by explaining what a standard norito looks like.








STRUCTURE

The standard structure of norito can be seen in the short norito provided by Jinja Honchō as the model for the norito to be said when making the nikku, the daily offerings at a jinja. I am fairly sure that this is out of copyright, as I think it dates from immediately after the war at the latest, so I will give a full transcription and translate and explain the various sections.





Kakëmakumo kashikoki [jinja name] no ōmae ni

Kashikomi kashikomi mo mōsaku

Kefu no asahi no toyosakanoborini

Higoto no miketsu mono tatematsuritë

Orogamimatsuru sama wo

Tairakeku yasurakeku

Uzunai kikoshimeshitë

Sumëramikoto no ōmiyo wo iyatōnaga ni tachisakaeshimë matsuri tamai

Ujiko sūkeisha wo hajimë amaneku yo no hito ga

Ono mo ono mo oimotsu waza ni isoshimi hagemi

Iënuchi yasuku odaini

Mi sukoyaka ni

Kokoro tadashiku

Mamorimegumi sakiwaë tamaë to

Kashikomi kashikomi mo mōsu





Kakëmakumo kashikoki [jinja name] no ōmae ni





This phrase means “In the august presence of [jinja kami], whom it is fearful even to mention”, and is an extremely common opening phrase for norito. “Kakëmakumo kashikoki” is found in a couple of ancient norito, but it is not the most common opening there. It is, however, the most easily adaptable to a wide range of norito, and thus it is the one that you are most likely to hear at the beginning of a norito today. Neither word is standard modern Japanese, and the grammatical form of “kakëmakumo” is not something you see very often these days. Both words are, however, close to words with similar meanings in modern Japanese, and the grammar is not that different, which means that a native speaker of modern Japanese would have a reasonable chance of working out roughly what the norito means. On the other hand, it does not sound like normal Japanese when the priest reads it out.

In most cases, the name of the jinja is read according to the ancient Japanese rules for reading the characters, rather than the standard modern convention. Thus, my local jinja is normally called “Shirahata Hachiman Daijin”, but in a norito, this is read “Shirahata Yawata Ōkami”. This is a general feature of the language of norito: as far as possible, they use native Japanese words and readings, rather than those imported from other countries, most notably China.

The purpose of this part of the norito is to acknowledge the kami to whom you are speaking, and while this section may take different forms, or be considerably longer, most norito open in this way.





Kashikomi kashikomi mo mōsaku





“I most humbly and reverently say [and I haven’t finished yet]”.

In many norito, and possibly in this one in actual use, the priest says his or her name, in a very quiet voice, immediately before this phrase. It is important to formally tell the kami who is speaking to them, and it is most common to do so at the beginning of the norito. It is also possible to do it at the end of the norito, where this phrase is repeated. The “-saku” ending of the verb “mōsu”, meaning “to humbly say”, indicates that this is not the end of the speech, or, indeed, the sentence, and this sort of grammatical connection is also a common feature of norito.





Kefu no asahi no toyosakanoborini





“As the morning sun rises in glory today”

This is a phrase taken almost directly from the ancient norito, and I believe there is some debate over exactly what it originally meant. It is clear that it is a form of praise for the sun, and in this norito “toyosaka” is written with characters meaning “wealth and success”, but, taken literally, that does not make much sense. The sun cannot, after all, be wealthy and successful. Thus, the elements may originally have meant something else.

The daily offerings are supposed to be made in the morning, which is why a reference to the rising sun is very appropriate for this norito.





Higoto no miketsu mono tatematsuritë





“We make the daily offerings”

This phrase describes what the priest is doing in the matsuri, and such phrases are a common part of norito. It is not uncommon for longer norito to include a more detailed description of the offerings, saying what kinds of food and drink are being offered, and maybe emphasising how much there is. One textbook on writing norito reminds priests that they should not lie to the kami about the splendour of the offerings, which is why this sentence is extremely simple. As long as the priest is offering something, which he must be if he is to perform this matsuri at all, this description is accurate.





Orogamimatsuru sama wo





“The form of our veneration”

Again, this is a very generic description of the actions of the priest.





Tairakeku yasurakeku





“Calmly and peacefully”

This phrase is extremely common in contemporary norito, and is taken from the ancient norito. It is often used to describe the actions of the kami, and illustrates a common feature of the language of norito: the presence of doubled phrases, echoing one another. Another common one, very often used in norito that are not read every day, is “Kono ikuhi no taruhi”, which literally means “this living and sufficient day”, and has a meaning close to “this auspicious and fortunate day”. This phrase suggests that a particularly good day has been chosen for the matsuri, which is why it is not appropriate for a matsuri that is performed every day. Straight repetition is also found, as in “kashikomi kashikomi mo mōsu”, but fixed pairings are even more common, and there are few norito that do not have at least one.





Uzunai kikoshimeshitë





“Favourably hear and accept”

The preceding lines are all a long relative clause governed by this verb, which is, itself, not the end of a sentence, and depends on another verb right at the end of the norito. This is also extremely common; shorter norito are often grammatically a single sentence. This section could be translated as “[I humbly ask that] you favourably observe and accept in a calm and peaceful spirit the form of our veneration as we make the daily offerings in the light of the gloriously rising sun this morning”.

A section describing the matsuri is a common feature of norito, and often comes early in the norito, as here.





Sumëramikoto no ōmiyo wo iyatōnaga ni tachisakaeshimë matsuri tamai





“Make the reign of the Tennō (the Japanese Emperor) long and glorious”

This line opens the daily requests. “Sumëramikoto” is the old Japanese for “Tennō”, and is written with the same characters. This is the word most often used to refer to the Tennō in norito, although some also use “Sumëmima no mikoto”, a phrase that literally refers to Ninigi no Mikoto, the grandson of Amaterasu Ōmikami who, in legend, descended to earth to begin the Imperial line.

The emphasis that Jinja Honchō places on the Tennō means that almost every official sample norito includes a prayer for the Tennō’s health, glory, and long reign, and it is, as here, supposed to be a daily feature at every jinja.





Ujiko sūkeisha wo hajimë amaneku yo no hito ga





“Starting with the people who live near this jinja and the people who venerate this jinja, for all the people in the world without exception”

This opens the second set of requests. “Sūkeisha” is unusual in a norito, in that it is not an old Japanese reading of the characters; rather, it is the standard modern reading, ultimately derived from the Chinese pronunciation. Such words are supposed to be kept to a minimum in a norito, but sometimes they are unavoidable. For example, Jinja Honchō has published a sample norito for the opening ceremony at a nuclear power plant, and that obviously needs some terms that were not around in the tenth century.

When a norito makes a request for particular people, it is necessary to specify who those people are. In this daily norito, the specification is quite generic, but if you visit a jinja for a personal matsuri, your name and address are inserted into the norito at this point, followed by the priest saying “ii”, in order to tell the kami who the prayer is for. When I attend the morning ceremony at Koganëyama Jinja in Miyagi Prefecture, my name is included in the morning norito, but there are also a number of other people who are not present, but who have requested inclusion, and their names and addresses are also read out for the kami. In general, the address is necessary because two people might share the same name; in my case, this is less likely to be a problem.

This phrase puts the first emphasis on the local area, the people who live around the jinja (the ujiko) and for whom the kami traditionally cared. It then moves on to people with a specific link to the jinja (the sūkeisha), before including everyone in the whole world. This is an accurate crystallisation of Shinto’s approach to this issue. Shinto norito and ceremonies are supposed to be for the benefit of everyone in the world, but they are first for the benefit of the local community, or the people who are actually present. The local focus is not something that is permitted against a background of universalism, but rather the primary concern of the kami, which is then broadened to take in the whole of humanity.





Ono mo ono mo oimotsu waza ni isoshimi hagemi

Iënuchi yasuku odaini

Mi sukoyaka ni

Kokoro tadashiku





“May each of them work hard at the tasks they bear,

May there be peace and harmony in their homes,

May their bodies be strong and healthy,

May their hearts be true.”

This is the set of requests for the ujiko, sūkeisha, and everyone else. The fact that it starts with work is very Japanese. It is very common for these requests to be included in any norito offered on behalf of a particular family, even if the main purpose of the norito is only one of them, or even something completely different. For example, a norito said to ask for recovery from sickness includes more detail on how the priest would like the sickness to be removed, but often also includes a request for harmony in the home and success in work.





Mamorimegumi sakiwae tamae to





“Protect, bless, and make them happy”

All the previous requests are, grammatically, adverbs modifying this, which is a very polite order, followed by a quotation marker.





Kashikomi kashikomi mo mōsu





“I most humbly and reverently say.”

Most norito end this way, which means that grammatically a norito is telling the kami that you are saying certain things, rather than actually saying them. Translating a norito in a way that captures the grammatical structure of the Japanese is all but impossible, because English simply does not say things that way. Modern Japanese also tends not to say things quite like that, either, and this is one of the things that makes norito distinctive.





As we have seen in the phrase-by-phrase analysis, this norito falls into four main parts. First, the priest addresses the kami, and tells the kami that he is addressing them:





Kakemakumo kashikoki [jinja name] no ōmae ni

Kashikomi kashikomi mo mōsaku





Then the priest describes the matsuri that is being performed:





Kefu no asahi no toyosakanoborini
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Orogamimatsuru sama wo

Tairakeku yasurakeku

Uzunai kikoshimeshitë





Next, the priest makes requests, first for the Tennō, then for the people associated with the jinja and all the people of the world:





Sumëramikoto no ōmiyo wo iyatōnaga ni tachisakaeshimë matsuri tamai

Ujiko sūkeisha wo hajimë amaneku yo no hito ga

Ono mo ono mo oimotsu waza ni isoshimi hagemi

Iënuchi yasuku odaini

Mi sukoyaka ni

Kokoro tadashiku

Mamorimegumi sakiwae tamae to





Finally, the priest humbly closes the prayer:





Kashikomi kashikomi mo mōsu





These sections are standard elements in norito. There are two other common elements that are not found in this norito. One is a description of a myth, one connected with the topic of the norito or with the jinja where it is being said. For example, the Haraëkotoba introduced earlier opens with a brief description of the myth of the birth of the kami of haraë, while the Ōharaëkotoba opens with a description of the myth of the descent from Takamanohara of the ancestor of the Imperial family. When this element is present, it is normally present quite early in the norito.

The second common element is giving thanks to the kami for blessings received. This does not normally involve explicitly saying “thank you”, but rather describes the good things that have happened, and attributes them to the actions of the kami.

These elements can be incorporated in almost any order. For example, the standard haraë norito opens with a description of the myth, followed by the address to the kami, followed by the request (for purification, in this case). The sample norito for the Niinamësai, the harvest festival, opens with the address to the kami, followed by thanks, then describes the matsuri, before moving on to requests. The humble and reverent closure at the end is the only element that is, to the best of my knowledge, always found in the same position.








PRACTICALITIES

Norito are recited by the priest leading a matsuri, in front of the kami. There are some norito that all priests know by heart, such as the standard haraë norito, the Ōharaëkotoba, and, I guess, the daily offering norito analysed in the previous section. However, there are a lot of possible matsuri, with a lot of possible norito, and most priests do not memorise most of them.

Every matsuri has its own norito. At a jinja, there is a regular annual cycle of matsuri, including the Grand Festival among others, and most jinja have a standard set of norito for these matsuri. Jinja Honchō does offer sample norito for the standard matsuri, but my impression is that it is not unusual for jinja to have their own norito for the matsuri that are particularly associated with that jinja, such as the Grand Festival, and any special matsuri that are unique to the jinja. These norito may have been passed down for centuries, and my local jinja has one that is still recited according to the pre-Meiji tradition. The standardised, national matsuri are more likely to be celebrated with the norito provided by Jinja Honchō.

There are also many personalised matsuri. People might come to a jinja to pray for healing, or for success at work, or to perform the Shichi-go-san ceremony for their children. The overwhelming majority of jinja use standard norito for such matsuri, adding the names and addresses of the petitioners at the appropriate point. This, incidentally, is why the people at a jinja confirm your name and address, and how to read your name and address, when you apply for a matsuri. If they get it wrong during the norito, it could have untoward consequences.

Sometimes, however, people go to a jinja and ask for something non-standard, such as a matsuri to announce the fact that they have taken Japanese citizenship. In that case, the priests may well write a completely new norito, because they do not have a sample norito in their books. Such a new norito draws on phrases from the ancient norito, and is written in the same sort of structure, but is fundamentally new. This is, obviously, quite a lot of work, so it is a good idea to give the priests at least a few days’ notice, and have a good relationship with the jinja, if you want a norito designed for a particular special situation. All qualified priests have, however, passed a course on writing norito, as it is a compulsory part of the training, so, at least in theory, they can all do it.

Before the matsuri itself, the norito is written out on Japanese paper, vertically. I believe it is supposed to be done with a brush, but I do not know how universal that practice is. Norito are written in a special way. The text, like most Japanese texts, is composed of two sets of characters: characters that have meaning, and characters that simply indicate sounds to be said at that point. In modern Japanese, the characters with meaning are written with kanji, the ideograms imported from China, while characters indicating sound are written with kana, the syllabic scripts developed in Japan. Norito are written entirely in kanji, but some of the kanji are used as a syllabic script. There are fixed kanji for each sound: for example, “mo” is written with the character that means “mother”. These kanji are called “Man’yō kana”, after an ancient collection of poetry that uses this method to write many of its poems. The sound kanji are written at about half the size of the meaning kanji, at the right-hand side of the column. (The columns of kanji run from right to left across the page, and are read from top to bottom in each column.) This means that most Japanese people, presented with a written norito, would be unable to read it out. It is not, however, that
 difficult to learn yet another way of writing Japanese, so priests can read them easily.

The paper with the norito on is taken into the jinja by the priest, and the norito is read from it. Before reading the norito, the priest bows deeply twice, and then unfolds the paper. He faces away from the people attending the matsuri, towards the kami within the sanctuary. While the norito is being read, everyone present at the matsuri is supposed to bow their heads. My impression is that the names of the petitioners are normally written on a separate piece of paper, and read into the norito at the appropriate point by the officiating priest, but I have not done a systematic survey of this.

Norito are read in a distinctive tone of voice, with a specific nasal intonation. The easiest feature to pick out is the pronunciation of the final “mōsu” (or “maosu”, at some jinja). The syllables are very prolonged, and the tone and volume of the final “su” drop away, so that the end of the norito fades out, rather than stopping abruptly. Overall, norito are read in quite a loud voice, at a fairly slow pace, with the exception of the priest’s name (which is read very quietly), so if you are familiar with them, it is normally possible to follow exactly what is being said. This method of reading is something that priests are taught, and I think there are differences across the country depending on who, exactly, taught them. There are also other traditions, some of them older, in which the norito is recited much more quickly, and it is not really possible to catch the individual words.

After completing the norito, the priest folds the paper up again, bows twice, claps twice, and bows once, to conclude that part of the matsuri.

At a larger matsuri, where there are several priests officiating, it is common for one priest to carry the norito, and present it to the presiding priest immediately before he reads it. The norito is kept in a brocade bag carried over the priest’s shoulder until it is time to hand it over. That priest receives the norito back from the presiding priest afterwards, and puts it back in the bag.

Strictly speaking, “norito” only applies to the main prayer in a matsuri. The haraë norito is called the “haraëkotoba” (“haraë words”), and if a representative of the Tennō or Jinja Honchō is present, they read a “saimon” (“matsuri text”) or “saishi” (“matsuri words”) rather than a norito. When the Tennō himself reads a prayer, it is called a “tsugëbumi” (“communication text”). The rules and format are, however, basically the same. When an imperial representative attends a matsuri, the saimon is written on specially dyed paper. This paper is blue for Jingū at Isë, red for the upper and lower Kamo Jinja in Kyoto, and yellow for all other jinja. The saimon seems to be read quietly, so that none of the human attendees can hear what is said, and the paper is then stored within the sanctuary of the jinja, so that no-one can read it either. The words from the Tennō themselves have numinous force, something that is believed about norito in general.








KOTODAMA

A belief in the supernatural power of words, “kotodama”, has been a central part of Shinto since the earliest days, and it is still a strong element today. As norito are the main verbal element of matsuri, those beliefs are particularly relevant to norito.

“Kotodama” means “the spirit of the words” or “the soul of the words”, and is taken to refer to supernatural power inherent in the words themselves, rather than in the person speaking them, or in the understanding of the listeners. This has two broad manifestations.

The first is the power of names. Calling someone by their name creates a strong relationship with them. Indeed, in the days when Shinto myths were first being written down, it was uncommon to call people by their names, and there are a number of ancient poems that suggest that if a woman told a man her name, she was consenting to a sexual relationship with him. (We do not know the names of the most famous female authors of ancient Japan: “Murasaki Shikibu” is normally given as the name of the author of the Tale of Genji
 , but “Shikibu” is the government department her family worked in, and “Murasaki” is the nickname of one of the main characters in the novel, not the author’s name. She was a member of the Fujiwara clan, but nobody today knows what her given name might have been. The same is true of Sei Shōnagon, although her reputation suggests that rather more men knew her name at the time.) This is why it is important to include the names of the kami, the reciting priest, and the petitioner in a norito, and why it is important to get the names right. The presence of the names in the norito gives it power to affect the people mentioned.

The second point is the power of saying positive things, even if you do not understand them. This is still a strong superstition in every day life today; people avoid talking about “falling” or “slipping” around children who are going to take entrance examinations, because those are words used to mean “fail an exam”, and you would never “cut” a cake at a Japanese wedding, because cutting suggests separation. (The Japanese tradition is to bash a barrel of sake open with a hammer, and this is called “opening the mirror”.) The words retain their power even if they are not meant that way, which sometimes leads to words being read in non-standard ways to avoid inauspicious combinations of sounds.

This means that the correct pronunciation of the norito is regarded as being very important, as is the correct recitation of the words. For the ancient norito, this also applies to words whose meaning has been forgotten. Stumbling over a norito is a serious problem, at least in theory, and this is said to be why they are written in a special way. That way of writing them makes the pronunciation more visible, because the kanji for sounds are physically smaller on the page, and thus reduces the chance of a mispronunciation.

This is also why auspicious phrases of obscure meaning are taken from ancient norito and reused in modern ones. For example, there is one phrase that appears to have something to do with the chin of a cormorant, at least based on the kanji used to write it, but which may have been something quite different. It is still used in modern norito, in contexts similar to the one in which it is originally found, because it is assumed to have kotodama.

The importance of kotodama has two other consequences. First, because the sound of the words is important, norito must be recited aloud. They may be recited quietly, but not silently. The actual recitation of the norito is extremely important. Second, norito cannot be translated and recited in another language, not even in modern Japanese. The sounds made by the norito are as important as, or even more important than, the meaning of the norito, so it is not possible to translate it into a different language, with different sounds, and retain the significance of the norito. It is possible to translate a norito so that you can understand the meaning (as I did), but the translation is not a norito, and the norito still has its effect even if you do not understand it.








NORITO COLLECTIONS

A number of collections of norito have been published over the years, and some of them are still important today. The earliest surviving collection, and the most important now, is found in volume eight of the tenth century Engishiki
 . The Engishiki
 is a law book, containing the detailed regulations needed to carry out the instructions of the more basic laws. As a number of laws concerned ceremonies honouring the kami, detailed regulations were required, and they are found in the first ten volumes. These are among the earliest detailed records of Shinto practice to survive, and they are generally agreed to be closely based on earlier regulations, quite possibly going back to the early eighth century, or even beyond in some cases.

The Engishiki
 includes 28 norito, for a wide range of matsuri conducted by the Imperial court over the course of a year, and on special occasions, such as the accession of a new Tennō. Of these, the most important norito is the Ōharaëkotoba, recited at annual purification ceremonies held in the sixth and twelfth months, and still a significant part of Shinto practice today.

Important priests and scholars left collections of norito in later years, and they were used both as models, and as ready-made norito that could be used as written. When the state took over Shinto ceremony in the late nineteenth century, it needed to provide norito for use during the matsuri. These were defined in law, just as with the Engishiki
 , and until the end of the Pacific War priests were legally obliged to use them.

With the end of the war and the disestablishment of Shinto, Jinja Honchō took over the role of providing sample norito. They publish a small collection of norito covering the compulsory matsuri and standard daily events, and this text is part of the standard training of Shinto priests. They also publish a larger collection of norito for a variety of occasions, as volume 2. My impression is that priests are expected to use the norito in volume 1 as they stand, although they are formally allowed to change them. Volume 2 includes a number of norito for very specific occasions (such as the commissioning of a nuclear power plant), so my impression is that these are intended more as a set of models. There are also a number of much larger collections, which a lot of jinja own, and from which norito for almost any occasion (although not, apparently, taking Japanese citizenship) can be copied as necessary.

The norito published in these collections are, obviously, not in any way secret. That raises the question of whether there are secret norito. I believe that there are; the strongest evidence is that there are known to be secret matsuri. That is, there are matsuri that are known to be performed, but which are performed without an audience, so that the content is unknown. It is overwhelmingly likely that these matsuri include norito, as norito are a standard part of any matsuri, and very likely that at least some of these matsuri have unique norito that are, in turn, secret.

However, if there are secret norito, I know nothing about them, and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must remain silent.

That brings us to the final mystery about norito. A central part of the tradition of Shinto is that it does not put things into words, and does not explain. And yet norito are also a central part of that tradition, a tradition of words of power. Norito are words set in silence.









KAGURA: SACRED MUSIC AND DANCE





KAGURA, WRITTEN WITH the characters for “kami” and “music”, is the word for the sacred music, song, and dance performed as a part of Shinto matsuri. These performances are mentioned in the eighth-century Kojiki
 legends, the oldest written records of Shinto ceremonies, and they are still an important part of matsuri today.

The legendary origins of kagura are found in the legend of the Cave of Heaven, where the kami Amë-no-Uzumë dances to draw Amaterasu Ōmikami out of hiding, as I will discuss later. Another legend of kagura, connected to Jingū Kōgō, the mother of Ōjin Tennō and one of the Hachiman kami, has her possessed by the kami to the music of a koto, and the message she utters from the kami sets a whole set of legends in motion. This legend does not mention any dancing.

The evidence, then, suggests that kagura was originally performed in order for the kami to possess women, and pass on messages through them.

Kagura has, however, changed a lot over the centuries. Traditions of kagura at certain jinja gave rise to Nō and Kabuki, which in turn influenced kagura elsewhere. There has been government interference, and many kagura traditions became exclusive to men, sometimes dressed as women. Shamanic possession dances were banned in the late nineteenth century as superstitions, although a handful have survived. Although the dances dominate the popular image, the music is arguably more important; music without dance is common, but dance without music is all-but unheard of.

In this section, I look at the forms of contemporary kagura that are part of almost everyone’s experience of Shinto practice, although there are also, as ever, localised styles and performances that are, sometimes, of national or even global importance.

The most common form of kagura is extremely simple. Many, probably most, jinja beat a drum before and after a formal ceremony. The beat starts slow, but accelerates, in much the same way that the bounces of a ball get closer together as the ball loses energy and stops bouncing so high. If you are having a ritual performed for yourself, you might not even hear this, as the drum might be beaten while the jinja staff are fetching you from the waiting room. This, as with all other kagura, is not performed for the people at the matsuri: it is performed for the kami.








GAGAKU

Gagaku, written with the characters for “elegant music”, is the contemporary name for the tradition of music that originated in the eighth-century Imperial court, at Nara. This music was originally imported from the Asian mainland, divided into traditions based on whether it originated from the Chinese mainland or the Korean peninsula, but it was combined with local traditions and further developed in Japan. The continental traditions died out around a thousand years ago, but gagaku survived, and is, I believe, the oldest continuous tradition of ensemble music in the world.

Gagaku almost always has a slow tempo, and uses different harmonies from western music, with the result that it often sounds out of tune to western ears. Because the various pieces share the ways in which they are very different from modern western music, they also tend to sound much the same to people raised with the western tradition. (This is intensified by the fact that one piece, Etenraku, is overwhelmingly the most common demonstration piece. Sometimes, all the pieces you have heard really are the same.)


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kx1uw4n575M


When gagaku is used as kagura it normally depends on drums and three wind instruments. The ryūteki is a flute, said to represent the sounds of dragons flying, while the hichiriki is a reed instrument, like an oboe. The shō has multiple bamboo pipes, and plays chords, thus forming the accompaniment to the melodies played on the other two instruments. Gagaku also uses the koto, a plucked string instrument like a zither, but koto are large and expensive, and thus less common in jinja. There are also a number of traditional dances, with costumes that go back over a millennium, to which we will return later.

Although gagaku itself has over 1200 years of history, it does not appear to have been closely associated with Shinto for most of that period. Rather, it was very closely associated with the Imperial court, and its association with matsuri arose when the court arranged to have gagaku performed for the kami. As a result, the jinja at which gagaku was performed in the past are all associated with the Imperial court, and almost all close to Kyoto, the ancient capital. Gagaku spread to jinja across the whole country in the Meiji period, when the state took control of Shinto and reshaped it to be more explicitly and universally associated with the Imperial court. Gagaku was introduced at Jingū early in the Meiji period, and seems to have spread across the country thereafter. Part of this diffusion appears to have been the composition of new gagaku pieces for use in jinja, although the numerous pieces that survive from a millennium ago are also played.

Today, this is the sound that most Japanese people would associate with rituals performed within the buildings of a jinja. It is common for gagaku to be played while priests and attendees enter the prayer hall, and while the offerings are being presented or removed. Etenraku is a common choice for the music played with the presentation of the offerings, providing yet another opportunity to hear it. Gagaku is also the music played to accompany the most widespread form of kagura dance, saishi mai.








SAISHI MAI

“Saishi mai” means “matsuri ceremony dance”, and I am using it here to refer to the set of kagura dances approved by Jinja Honchō for use at jinja across Japan, and recommended for performance at Grand Festivals, such as the main annual matsuri. Since most jinja follow Jinja Honchō’s recommendations, this is currently the most widespread kind of sacred dance in Shinto.

The list includes the following dances: Asahi mai, Toyosaka mai, Yamato mai, Urayasu no mai, Ryō-ō, and Nasori.

Ryō-ō and Nasori are ancient dances associated with bugaku, traditionally performed by masked male dancers in elaborate costumes, but they are not, in my experience, that common at jinja, most likely because you need the masks and elaborate costumes. I will talk about them in the next section, when I discuss bugaku in more detail.

Asahi mai is written for a solo performance, so that it can be performed by the chief priest at jinja that do not have miko. I do not remember ever seeing it performed, because the only small jinja where I attend the Reitaisai, annual Grand Festival, is Shirahata Hachiman Daijin, which has its own traditional kagura that is performed instead. (I will discuss this jinja, and matsuri, in detail later.) The default assumption is that this dance will be performed by a man, because about 90% of chief priests are male, but I believe it can be performed by a woman if the chief priest is female; kagura is not really into rigid gender roles.

The other three dances, Toyosaka mai, Yamato mai, and Urayasu no mai, are normally danced by miko, and these, particularly Urayasu no mai, are the dances that a visitor to a jinja is most likely to see. A jinja that can afford to employ full-time miko is likely to incorporate one of these kagura into almost any matsuri.

The dances are performed in full miko vestments, a white kimono and scarlet hakama. A translucent white robe called a “chihaya” is worn over the top, and this is most often decorated with a repeated design, such as a dragon, phoenix, pine trees, or the badge of the kami of the jinja. The design appears scattered across the fabric, rather than filling all the space. At some jinja, the vestments worn over the top of the miko vestments are much longer, and differently coloured; that tends to indicate a wealthier jinja, rather than anything of purely religious significance. The miko also wear headdresses, most often a horizontal strip above the forehead, decorated with artificial flowers and hanging metal strips. Their hair is long and tied back into a single ponytail, which is often enclosed in red and white paper. (I believe some miko wear false ponytails for dancing.) Masks are never worn for these kagura, which is worth mentioning because they are common in other forms of kagura dance.

These dances are performed while holding an object, and the most distinctive is the “kagurasuzu”. This is a handle, with small bells attached to three rings at one end. The rings may be fixed to an extension of the handle, or attached to each other. In any case, the line of the handle points through the centre of the rings, and is perpendicular to the plane of the rings. The rings get smaller as they move away from the handle, and it seems to be common for the first to have seven bells, the next five, and the last three. For saishi mai, five long ribbons (maybe a couple of metres) in different colours (green, yellow, red, white, and purple; these are the colours of the five elements from Daoist thought) are attached to the handle. The ribbons and the bells are both used in the dance. Some kagurasuzu have a short blade instead of two of the rings of bells.

[image: ]


These dances may also be performed with a folding fan, or with a branch of an evergreen tree. Branches often have shidë, white (and sometimes red or gold) paper folded into lightning bolt shapes, attached. I think that the items held are determined by the dance, but I am not absolutely sure. The dances themselves are quite slow and stately, involving steps and turns, and the music is gagaku, or at least gagaku style.

Urayasu no mai seems to be the most popular of the dances. It can be danced with one, two, or four miko, and involves one or both of a fan and kagurasuzu; the dance comes in two parts, one with the fan and the other with the kagurasuzu, and I am fairly sure that these parts are sometimes danced separately, for a shorter dance. Toyosaka mai is the next most popular; it is danced with a branch, and can also be danced with one, two, or four miko, although the small numbers seem to be more common. Performances with four miko are uncommon in general, and seem to be one of the other dances when they happen. Yamato mai seems to be unusual; at least, I do not remember ever seeing it in person. One reason for this is that it seems to require four dancers, so the number of jinja that can put it on is small. It is danced with branches.

The origins of saishi mai are quite varied. Ryō-ō and Nasori are bugaku dances, dating back over a thousand years. Yamato mai is originally a bugaku dance, and was offered at jinja in the eleventh century, but it was originally danced by men, and is now normally danced by miko (although men do offer it on occasion). Urayasu no Mai was created in 1940 to celebrate the 2600th
 anniversary of the accession of the legendary first Tennō, Jinmu and the music sets a poem written by Shōwa Tennō in 1933. Asahi mai and Toyosaka mai were created in 1950. New saishi mai dances are still created today, but the examples I am aware of have been commissioned by particular jinja to mark important anniversaries, and thus are not widely performed.

The aim of these kagura appears to have been to provide sacred dances that could be performed at almost any jinja, and included in almost any matsuri. Recordings of the music are readily available for jinja that do not have easy access to musicians, and training sessions for Urayasu no mai, in particular, are held across the country every year, so that miko who cannot learn it at their own jinja can also study it. This is, I suspect, why the dances were designed for variable numbers of participants: smaller jinja can dance them with one miko, while larger places can have more. The dances are easy enough that elementary school, or even kindergarten, children can learn to perform them competently in a few evenings, and a number of jinja have “mini-miko” (sometimes called that) perform at large festivals.

If you have a personal kigansai (request matsuri) performed at a larger jinja, miko mai is likely to be part of the ceremony, particularly if you make a larger offering (¥30,000 or more). At the largest jinja, the miko who perform the miko mai are, effectively, professional dancers, because the kagura is the main part of their full-time job. At most jinja, however, the miko are only part-time as miko, and even full-time miko spend most of their time doing things other than kagura.

Because these dances are so widely performed, there are a lot of videos of them on YouTube. Links to two examples are below, but these are just videos that I found easily.

Urayasu no Mai: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eB3AUV9ZXrM


Toyosaka Mai: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DSye4Hwue-I









BUGAKU

Bugaku is, as mentioned earlier, the dances associated with gagaku. These dances date back over a thousand years, and have fixed costumes that date back as far. One of the most popular in the context of kagura is Ryō-ō. This is a solo dance for a man, based on a Chinese tale of a prince who was so pretty that he had to wear a horrifying mask when going into battle, or his enemies would not take him seriously. As mentioned earlier, it is one of the dances approved by Jinja Honchō for use at many matsuri. I suspect that one of the reasons it is popular is that it is a solo dance, and makes a strong visual impact because of the mask and costume. Nasori, the other approved bugaku dance, seems to be a lot less common, probably because it has two dancers, and thus two costumes and two masks. Twice the investment is a lot (these costumes are not cheap), and then the jinja has to make sure that they have two dancers.

At some jinja, offering bugaku as kagura is part of a long tradition; there are records from a thousand years and more ago of certain bugaku being offered at particular jinja. Examples include the two Kamo Jinja in Kyoto, Iwashimizu Hachimangū outside Kyoto, Usa Jingū (the original Hachiman Jinja) in Kyushu, and Tsurugaoka Hachimangū in Kamakura, near Tokyo. (I would have to investigate the individual jinja in detail to determine whether the tradition was continuous; there are some where I suspect it was, more or less, and others where I suspect it was revived after going into abeyance for a while.)

There are also a number of bugaku dances referred to as “mikagura”, which is “kagura” with an honorific prefix. These were performed as kagura either at the court rituals to honour the kami, or when Imperial envoys were sent to pay respects at particular jinja. In many cases, this was the origin of the offering of bugaku at a jinja, and at least some cases today are still offerings from the Imperial court: the musicians and dancers employed by the Imperial Household are sent to perform. (Jingū is the most important jinja at which this happens, but not the only one.)

However, bugaku in general was not, originally, a form of sacred dance. It was danced by the nobility to amuse themselves, and each other. Indeed, even today bugaku is often performed in a purely theatrical context. Kagura is not defined by its form, but by its context and purpose within jinja ritual — and that makes everything a bit ambiguous.









INDIVIDUAL MATSURI





WHILE MOST MATSURI have a common framework, every matsuri has its own purpose. Broadly speaking, there are matsuri that are part of a fixed annual, or longer, cycle at a jinja, and matsuri that are held when circumstances make them appropriate. Across that, Jinja Honchō divides matsuri into Taisai (Big Matsuri), Chūsai (Medium Matsuri), and Shōsai (Small Matsuri). What, then, are these matsuri?








THE CYCLE OF MATSURI

The annual matsuri at a jinja can be divided into two broad categories: seasonal festivals, and anniversaries. Seasonal festivals are those that are linked to something that happens at the same time every year, while anniversaries are those linked to a specific event that happened on a certain date in a particular year. In many cases, it is obvious into which category a matsuri falls, but there are some cases where there may be a bit of both; no matter when an important event happens, it is close enough to some seasonal change for a matsuri to be both an anniversary and a seasonal festival.

The most important set of seasonal festivals is those associated with rice agriculture. The links between Shinto practice and rice agriculture go back beyond the earliest written records, and the strength of those links can be seen in the dominance of rice in the offerings made to kami. Until very recently (it is only barely out of living memory), agriculture was the central activity of most Japanese, and rice was the most important crop. In that context, it was very natural for matsuri to develop around the cycle of the agricultural year.

This starts in February, around the lunar new year, with a matsuri praying for a good harvest. This matsuri is now generally known as the Kinensai or Toshigoi no matsuri, which are different readings of the same characters, and is one of the Taisai specified by Jinja Honchō. This is followed, a few months later, by a “Ta ue matsuri”, which celebrates the transfer of rice seedlings to the paddy fields. The timing of this matsuri depends on the region of Japan and the local variety of rice, and at some jinja it has become entirely symbolic, and is held weeks before it would be at all sensible to do it for real. A lot of jinja do not celebrate this matsuri, because Jinja Honchō does not officially mandate it, but it tends to be an important matsuri for those jinja that do, with many people participating in the symbolic or actual planting out of the rice.

In the summer, it is common to have matsuri to pray for protection against wind and rain, as typhoons can devastate the rice harvest, and are common in Japan. Obviously, these storms do not only affect agriculture, so these matsuri also have a broader meaning. Again, not all jinja have these matsuri, and they are not always large scale at those that do.

Finally, in the autumn, there is a matsuri to give thanks for the harvest. The standard form of this is known as the Niinamësai, or Shinjōsai, (again, these are different readings of the same characters), and is held in November. This matsuri is another of the Taisai mandated by Jinja Honchō. Jingū celebrates the harvest a month earlier, in October, at its Kan’namësai, and Jinja Honchō requires all jinja to celebrate Kan’namë Hōshukusai, as a Chūsai, on the same day.

Another seasonal festival that is very common and very important is the Saitansai, which is held on New Year’s Day. This is a Chūsai according to Jinja Honchō, and, as discussed elsewhere, somewhere around 70% of Japanese people visit a jinja at new year. The matsuri itself, however, may be quite small scale, and happen in the prayer hall while people continue to pay their new year respects outside.

It is also common for a jinja to have other matsuri that take place near new year, but different jinja have different matsuri. Jinja Honchō mandates Genshisai, on January 3rd
 , as a Chūsai; this is based on the rituals of the Imperial court. However, there are often traditional matsuri associated with January 7th
 or January 15th
 , which date back to the lunar calendar, in which they happened about a month later. Indeed, some jinja still celebrate the lunar new year and associated matsuri, some time in February. This is often known as Chinese New Year in the west, because the lunar calendar was originally created in China.

Another set of seasonal festivals were also imported from China. These are the Hinamatsuri (Doll Festival) (March 3rd
 ), Tango no Sekku (Boys’ Festival) (May 5th
 ), Tanabata (Star Festival) (July 7th
 ), and Chōyō no Sekku (Chrysanthemum Festival) (September 9th
 ). These were originally celebrated according to the lunar calendar, on the third day of the third month, fifth day of the fifth month, and so on. These days, in Japan, they are normally marked according to the solar calendar. These festivals have, in origin, no connection to Shinto (they are Chinese festivals that were imported to Japan, just as has now happened to Christmas), and Jinja Honchō does not officially endorse any of them. However, it is not uncommon for individual jinja to mark one or more of these every year. Chōyō no Sekku seems to be the least popular. Of the other three, broadly speaking Hinamatsuri is for girls, Tango no Sekku is for boys, and Tanabata is for couples, or wishes for the future.

The Ōharaë mentioned earlier are also seasonal festivals, performed at the end of each half of the year, and other regular purification matsuri are found at particular jinja. The most common form seems to be matsuri intended to ward off disease, which are often held in early summer. Indeed, the largest annual matsuri in Japan, the Gion Matsuri in Kyoto, was originally one of these matsuri. These matsuri are common, but the form that they take is very dependent on the jinja, and none of them, apart from the twice-annual Ōharaë, are officially endorsed by Jinja Honchō.

Anniversary matsuri are also widespread, although not universal. A jinja may celebrate the anniversary of the jinja’s founding, the anniversary of the kami’s death (a significant number of kami are historical people, with known dates of death), or the anniversary of another important event in its history. Obviously, it is impossible to say anything general about the times of year when these are held.

Jinja Honchō mandates a number of anniversary matsuri for all jinja as Chūsai: Kigensai, held in February on the legendary date of the accession of the legendary first Tennō, Jinmu; Tenchōsai, held on the birthday of the current Tennō, February 23rd
 at the moment; Shōwasai, held in April on the date of Shōwa Tennō’s birth; and Meijisai, held in November on the date of Meiji Tennō’s birth. This list makes it obvious that the Tennō is extremely important in Jinja Honchō’s vision of Shinto, and this is an issue to which I will return later. At most jinja, these matsuri are low-key, and probably attended only by the jinja staff.

The level of the matsuri that are not mandated by Jinja Honchō varies. Every jinja has at least one annual Taisai, the Reisai, or Reitaisai. This is, officially, the most important matsuri in honour of the principal kami of the jinja. Most jinja have one of these every year, although a few have two. Most reisai are held in either spring or autumn, although there are exceptions, and all the examples of jinja with two that I know of hold one in spring and one in autumn. The reisai is normally the biggest event in the jinja’s annual calendar, and the parishioners and supporters of the jinja are likely to attend, particularly if they live locally. If the jinja has a matsuri where they take a mikoshi
 , a portable jinja, around the local area, and have food and game stands set up in the jinja precincts, then that is almost certainly the reisai. The reisai may be based on a seasonal festival or an anniversary festival; it is not uncommon for the reisai to be held on the anniversary of the founding of the jinja, and some people attach religious significance to that.

A jinja may also apply to have other annual matsuri recognised as Taisai by Jinja Honchō, if they are of particular importance. Most jinja do not have any matsuri like this, but if there is one, it may actually be more important to the jinja than the reisai. Koganëyama Jinja in Miyagi is an example of this, where the annual matsuri associated with one of the nominally subordinate jinja in the precincts has become the biggest event in the calendar.

The chief priest of a jinja may recognise important annual matsuri at his own jinja as Chūsai, and I think that this is a lot more common. Most medium-size or larger jinja have at least two traditional matsuri that are unique to the jinja, and while one will be the reisai, the other is, I imagine, normally a Chūsai.

Some jinja also have matsuri that happen less often than every year. These are called “Shikinensai”, which means “matsuri that happen in a fixed year”, and they are held at fixed intervals of a particular number of years. The most famous is probably the renewal of Jingū at Isë every twenty years (I will say a bit about this later), but many other jinja also have shikinensai, some of which are held more often, such as the Onbashira matsuri at Suwa Taisha in Nagano prefecture, which is held every six years, and some of which are held less often, such as the renewal of the Kamo Jinja in Kyoto, which happens every 21 years. There are a few on even longer intervals, but with more than twenty years between the matsuri it becomes difficult to sustain them, as a given person can only participate in one or two in their lifetime. Shikinensai are recognised as Taisai by Jinja Honchō.

If a jinja has a shikinensai, it is almost invariably the biggest event held there, and a major part of the local culture. All the ujiko and supporters will do their best to attend, and a large fraction of the local population, and visitors from further afield, are also likely to be present. Most of them will not, of course, be able to fit inside the jinja to witness the central matsuri, but shikinensai almost invariably have parts that happen outside, much more publicly.

While many jinja do not have shikinensai, they are all supposed to have regular matsuri that happen more often than once a year. These are, to the best of my knowledge, always Shōsai, with the exception of jinja that have two reisai in a year.

From a religious perspective, the most significant of these is the nikku
 , or daily offering. This matsuri is, at least in theory, performed every day at any staffed jinja, and ideally someone would perform it even at a jinja with no resident priest. It is normally performed early in the morning, often by a single priest, although at larger jinja all the staff who are on duty may attend. Priests often do not wear their full vestments for this matsuri. Indeed, my impression is that, at smaller jinja, they almost never do so, and they may well recite the norito entirely from memory. The purpose of the nikku is to make that day’s offerings to the kami, and at most jinja those offerings are then left in place until the evening. I have read a comment to the effect that, no matter what one’s qualifications, one is not a real Shinto priest unless one performs nikku. The nikku is the basic level of service to the kami of a jinja, and a Shinto priest is someone who serves kami at a jinja, so this makes sense.

There are a few jinja at which people other than the priests attend the nikku, but this is not the norm. I’m honestly not sure whether you could attend even if you asked at most jinja; they are not set up for it, and the priests would probably feel that they had to wear their full vestments, and so would be a bit reluctant. It is not, however, secret; I have occasionally visited a jinja very early in the morning and seen the matsuri in progress.

Larger jinja often hold monthly matsuri, often known as “Tsukinamisai”. This is because the name looks as though it means “matsuri held every month”, although the name is taken from a matsuri at Jingū that is held twice a year, and most jinja that do hold this matsuri hold it twice a month, on the first and the fifteenth. Under the lunar calendar, these days were the new moon and full moon, respectively, and had religious significance. Tsukinamisai are often open to participation by others, and at several jinja in Tokyo they are open to anyone who wants to attend.

While the regular matsuri are, religiously, the most important, they are not necessarily the ones that loom largest in the minds of Japanese people when they think about jinja ceremonies. Even if their local jinja’s reisai is an important event, they may be only vaguely aware of the actual matsuri. (At my local jinja, most people arrive after the matsuri part of the matsuri is over.) When they think of matsuri, they are more likely to think of the ceremonies performed at the request of individuals.












IRREGULAR MATSURI

A handful of irregular matsuri are recognised as Taisai by Jinja Honchō, but the overwhelming majority are Shōsai. There are four Taisai, and none of them are particularly common.

The chinzasai is the matsuri for establishing a new jinja. Obviously, this is performed once, ever, at any particular jinja. The gōshisai is for adding another kami to those enshrined in the jinja. This is uncommon, but it has happened a few times at most jinja. The bunshisai is for splitting off a part of the kami enshrined in a jinja to send to a new jinja, where a chinzasai will enshrine them. This is also rare at most jinja, although I believe that Fushimi Inari Taisha in Kyoto performs such matsuri quite frequently, and that this is an important part of the reason for the prevalence of Inari jinja across Japan.

The most common of the irregular taisai is the senzasai, which is performed to move the kami to a new location. The most usual reason for this is the need to repair or rebuild the main sanctuary. It is not appropriate to repair the main sanctuary, much less demolish and rebuild it, while the kami is in residence, so the kami is first moved to temporary accommodation, and then moved back after the work is completed. Each move is performed through a senzasai, and at most jinja it involves physically moving the goshintai, the item that holds the spirit of the kami. Because sanctuaries need repair every so often, most jinja have a senzasai every thirty years or so, and the frequency is often determined by how long it takes the jinja to raise the money to pay for the repairs.

One notable feature of senzasai is that they are almost the only variety of matsuri that is normally held at night. Nevertheless, most of the jinja’s ujiko and supporters are likely to attend, in part because the jinja specifically invites the people who have donated significant sums to support the repairs.

However, even a senzasai is something that only happens a handful of times in a lifetime. These are not the matsuri that most people would think of. Rather, they would think of those aimed at individuals, which are much more common. Most jinja would expect to perform at least a couple on any holiday day, with the occasional one on a weekday as well. These come in two types: rites of passage mark particular life stages, while kigansai make specific requests of the kami.








RITES OF PASSAGE


The first rite of passage is hatsumiyamairi, the matsuri in which a new baby is presented to the kami. Traditionally, this was done somewhere between thirty and one hundred days after the birth (depending on the sex of the baby and the region), and it is still done on the same sort of schedule today, albeit normally on a weekend or public holiday so that the whole family can attend. A red, festive kimono is hung over the baby as he or she is carried by the paternal grandmother, and the norito is a prayer of thanks for the safe birth, and for the kami’s protection in the future. This matsuri is traditionally carried out at the ujigami jinja, the tutelary jinja for the area where the baby lives or was born, and also serves the function of introducing the baby to the kami. In some places, it is traditional to make the baby cry if that doesn’t happen naturally, so that the kami will know who it is. Incidentally, the baby is traditionally carried by the paternal grandmother because the mother was still ritually impure after the birth, and thus could not enter the jinja. These days, very few jinja, if any, try to exclude the mother, and even fewer families know of the origin of the tradition of having the grandmother carry the child.

This matsuri, obviously, happens throughout the year, and most staffed jinja perform it. I think my local jinja performs at least one every week, because I often see families when I go. Normally the grandparents also attend, although I have seen cases when it was just the immediate family. There is a survey that asked people whether they went to a jinja for this ceremony, but it combined hatsumiyamairi with shichigosan (below). My impression is that it is common for people to attend this matsuri, and my informed guess would be that at least 25% of babies go to hatsumiyamairi, but that it is probably lower than 50%. On the other hand, if a baby has a ceremony at all, it is overwhelmingly likely to be this one.

The next rite of passage is shichigosan. This is for young children: age 3 for boys and girls, and then 5 for boys and 7 for girls. (“Shichigosan” is the Japanese for “Seven-Five-Three”.) Traditionally, this is “counted years” age, in which your age is the number of calendar years in which you have been alive. Thus, you are one at birth, and become one year older on January 1st
 every year. However, as age 3 by this measure is age one or two by the western measure, it is very common for the first one to be done when the child is three years old in western terms, so that they can enjoy it. The later two are done on both measures, and I don’t know which is more common. (My daughter had her 3 ceremony when she was three years old, but her 7 ceremony by counted years.) The traditional date for the ceremony is November 15th
 , and this date goes back to at least the 17th
 century. However, the need to hire a fancy kimono for the child, and the desire to do it on the weekend so that the family can attend, mean that families who do not book really early find that they cannot do it then, and as a result the matsuri is spread out from September to December, tending to be earlier in regions that get heavy snow in the winter. The norito gives thanks for the child’s development so far, and prays for the continuing protection of the kami in the future.

This matsuri is often performed at a large and famous jinja, where they might do a dozen families at once, but it is also common for people to do it at their local jinja, if it is staffed. Sometimes, priests with multiple jinja set aside times and days on which they will perform the matsuri at jinja that are not normally staffed, if there is demand. This enables people with a family connection to that particular jinja to have the ceremony performed there; those who just live in the area are most likely to go to the staffed jinja. Statistics from a survey carried out by Kokugakuin University in 2004 say that 25% of people participate in this matsuri, and anecdotal evidence (that is, what the priests at my local jinja say) suggests that numbers have risen since then. My impression is that most children go through this ceremony, although it probably is not a large majority. Some people do go to Buddhist temples for this ceremony, but that is very unusual.

The next step is jūsanmairi, at 13 (again, traditionally by counted years). This is, as I understand it, primarily a tradition of western Japan, particularly the area around Kyoto and Osaka, so it is unusual here in Kawasaki, but it does happen; in particular, my daughter did this as well.

Adulthood is also sometimes marked by a matsuri, and as discussed later, about 13% of people say they did it. There is a national holiday for adulthood day on the second Monday in January, and so this matsuri is normally performed around then, when the principal is 20 years old and thus a legal adult in Japan. (The legal age of adulthood will soon be reduced to 18, and it will be interesting to see what the impact on the matsuri is if that happens.) My impression is that this is much less popular than shichigosan, as suggested by the statistics; almost everyone celebrates adulthood day, but the celebration does not normally involve visiting a jinja.

Shinto weddings are a little uncommon. About 15% of Japanese wedding ceremonies are Shinto style; the majority are Christian style, although often performed by a fake priest in a fake church. (The ceremony has no legal meaning at all; legal marriage is simply a matter of signing and sealing a form, and neither the bride nor the groom need be present when it is registered. It is absolutely normal in Japan to do this on a completely different day from the ceremony, and when the new Reiwa era started on May 1st
 2019, a lot of couples did their legal registration on that day. Obviously, most of them did not hold the ceremony the same day; there are limits to the available capacity.) Further, not all jinja perform weddings, because many simply do not have the space for it. For famous jinja with the facilities, however, weddings can be a very important part of the jinja’s income, particularly if the couple hold their reception there as well. Nevertheless, the number of jinja that can do weddings is limited, and as a result, many Shinto weddings are performed in a Shinto space in a hotel or wedding ceremony complex. I believe that these are usually not fake, in that kami are genuinely enshrined in the room and the ceremony is carried out by a genuine priest, but those spaces are not used for any other kind of matsuri.

Shinto funerals are very unusual in most of the country; funerals are almost invariably Buddhist. (This is why it is often said that the Japanese are born Shinto, marry Christian, and die Buddhist.) Even if someone does have a Shinto funeral, it is not performed at the jinja, because death is a source of ritual pollution. Indeed, if a close relative has died you are supposed to avoid visiting jinja for a period of time depending on the closeness of the relationship.

The attitude of the participants to these matsuri obviously varies. A Shinto funeral indicates a strong family connection to Shinto, at the very least, and is likely to indicate a personal connection on the part of the deceased or the person organising the matsuri, as well. A Japanese person with no particular religious beliefs or practices would have a Buddhist funeral. On the other hand, hatsumiyamairi and shichigosan are the traditional things to do at those ages, and I suspect that most people attend them simply because they are nice Japanese traditions. Shinto weddings are more complex. The default is Christian style, so people who choose a Shinto wedding have made a deliberate choice. It may be because they feel a personal connection to Shinto, or to a particular jinja. On the other hand, it may be that they want a traditional Japanese wedding (notwithstanding the fact that Shinto weddings as such date back little more than a century; they do incorporate a number of elements that go back much further), and have no particular feelings about Shinto as such. In any case, I am sure that for most people the main factor in rite-of-passage matsuri is the family ceremony, rather than the way it relates to the kami.






KIGANSAI


Another important group of individual matsuri is the yakuyokë matsuri. These are carried out to purify the bad luck associated with the yakudoshi, critical years. These are, by counting years, 25, 42, and 61 for men, and 19, 33, and 37 for women, with regional variations. The 42 and 33 years are regarded as particularly serious. It is most common to have the matsuri early in the year. The statistics from 2004 suggest that about one in six attend these matsuri, and my impression is that doing so would either indicate a belief in the bad luck, or a particular connection to Shinto practices.

Yakuyokë form a bridge between the rites of passage and the final group of individual matsuri, because they are not really rites of passage, but they are tied to particular ages. The final group are matsuri performed in response to a particular event or situation.

These matsuri are most commonly requests for the aid and protection of the kami, and these matsuri are called kigansai, or gokitō. For example, one of the most common is a matsuri asking for success in school or university entrance examinations. If a jinja happens to enshrine a kami of scholarship and be located near the country’s top university, it may perform hundreds, even thousands, of such matsuri every year. (The jinja in question is Yushima Tenmangū in Tokyo, and the peak for the matsuri is in January, just before the entrance examinations start.) It is also common to have a matsuri performed when starting a new project, such as a new business venture. In the same vein, it is not uncommon for people to have a matsuri performed at the beginning of the new year, asking for protection and prosperity in that year. In recent years, it has also been common for people to have a matsuri performed for a new car, asking for safe journeys in it. Matsuri asking for recovery from illness are, unsurprisingly, also common.

One type of matsuri that has become particularly popular in recent years is the “enmusubi” matsuri, or lover matsuri. This matsuri is a prayer for a good romantic partner, and is overwhelmingly more popular with young women than with young men. Some jinja have come to specialise in this genre of matsuri.

Jinja also encourage orei mairi, which means visiting the jinja to give thanks for the support of the kami. However, that seems to be much less popular; even Japanese people are reluctant to take the trouble to say “thank you”.

My impression is that people only attend these matsuri if they have some particular belief about them. They are traditional enough that your neighbours will not think that you are weird for going, but not so traditional that anybody would do them just because they are traditional. (Exam matsuri may be a partial exception to this, because whole classes from cram schools sometimes go together. That takes us into the next category, group matsuri, however.) Statistics from 2003 suggest that about 35% of Japanese people believed that kami existed, so many of the people attending these matsuri are likely to be doing so in expectation of genuine supernatural assistance. There are a number of books published every year based on this premise, so the belief is fairly widespread. However, I am not aware of any broad study of what, exactly, people believe, and would be sceptical of most people’s ability to articulate it precisely in any case.

These matsuri can have any topic, in theory, and, as noted earlier, almost every jinja has a collection of norito that includes examples for the most common requests. I suspect that there would be certain topics that a jinja might refuse to cover, but maybe not as many as one might expect. I am not sure how a jinja would react to a request for a matsuri to pray for the success of a republican movement, for example.

Individual matsuri are almost always for personal issues. It would be very unusual to go to a jinja and ask for a personal matsuri to pray for world peace, for example. The main exception that I am aware of is that, if there is a disaster, individuals do visit jinja in that region, and elsewhere, to have matsuri performed for the recovery of the affected region. I have done it, and the jinja in the region had norito prepared, which shows that it is not just me. Furthermore, matsuri in general are almost invariably for issues in this world. With the exception of funerals, Shinto matsuri have very little to say about any other world, and funerals are exceptional in many ways.

As I mentioned in the context of exam matsuri, another common phenomenon is group matsuri. A company will often have a group matsuri before starting a new project, or to launch a new product. Sports teams have matsuri before the season starts to pray for victory, and the cast and crew of dramas often have matsuri to pray for a safe and successful process. Such matsuri are extremely common before construction projects, and the matsuri in question, the jichinsai, is one of the most traditionally established. The jichinsai is so traditional that, as with shichigosan, people might perform it just because that is what one does, without any thought about what it might mean. Indeed, in a very famous and important case, the Japanese Supreme Court decided that a jichinsai was not essentially religious, and, unless it had special features, it was simply a traditional ceremony. (The legal significance of this is that government bodies can use public funds to pay for jichinsai before public works.) For the others, my impression is that they are not quite that traditional, so that someone in the group has made a positive decision to have a matsuri. However, many of the attendees are there because they are part of the group, rather than because of any personal beliefs that they might have.

Matsuri can, in theory, be performed anywhere. Indeed, jichinsai are performed on the building site, and Shinto supply shops (they exist, although there are not many) sell sets of the necessary portable items. Most matsuri, however, are performed at a jinja, and it is to these locations that we turn next.







CHAPTER THREE


At A Jinja









WHAT IS A jinja like? This is possibly the place where the difference between this book and books written in Japanese is most striking. Jinja are so common in Japan that anyone writing in Japanese can assume that the audience has seen a jinja, and can go and visit one if the book makes them curious about something. Obviously, I cannot assume that.

So, the first thing to emphasise is that all jinja are different. Even jinja that are religious corporations range in size from little more than a parking space to the whole of the peak of Mount Fuji (which is part of the precincts of Fuji Sengen Hongū Taisha). There are no features that are found in every
 jinja, and the details of the most common structures are different everywhere. This makes it very interesting to visit different jinja, because you can see how each place does things.

There are, however, a significant number of features that are very similar at the great majority of jinja, and those are the ones I will talk about most of the time. I will not constantly say that there are exceptions to every generalisation, because that would become annoying, but do remember that it is true.

To start with, let us visit a jinja to pay our respects. What do we see?








TORII

The entrance to a jinja is marked by a torii. These distinctive gateways, with their double crossbars, are, quite literally, the symbol of a jinja: this is what the Japanese government uses on maps to mark them. “Torii” is written with kanji that mean something like “birds are present” or “bird dwelling”. Nobody knows why; there are normally no birds on torii. Some people speculate that it is a reference to the myth of the heavenly cave, in which cockerels were lined up on a stand to crow and bring Amaterasu Ōmikami out of the cave, but I have never seen a convincing explanation of how that name became attached to a gate. Other people have suggested that the name came about because torii were derived from Korean shamanic pillars, which have a carving of a bird on top. The problem with that is that the Korean artefacts are just pillars with birds on, not gates of any sort. Another theory is that it is a contraction of the words meaning “pass through and enter”, and that the kanji were just added later. None of these theories has the benefit of convincing evidence, however.
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 The same is true of the origin of torii. There are a handful of gates with double crossbars found on the Asian mainland, and these have all been suggested as the origin of torii. However, given that the date of origin of torii is also obscure, it is not even clear which came first, and in many cases it is hard to explain how, for example, a gate in a royal garden became a universal feature of the entrance of jinja. (That sort of thing can happen, as we will see later, but in those cases there is something of an explanation.)

Torii are known to go back at least 1300 years, because the first records of the Grand Renewal of Jingū include torii, as well as the sanctuaries. It is not clear how much further back they go, however. There is no clear reference to a torii in the ancient myths, for example, in contrast to a number of other features of jinja. It is also not clear how widespread they were at first, and it is, of course, possible that they were originally a feature of Jingū that was copied elsewhere.

While the origins of torii and the meaning of their name are obscure, the meaning of the thing itself is not. The torii marks the boundary between the sacred space of the jinja, and the everyday, secular world. If you are outside the torii, you are not yet in the sacred space, and so you can get yourself sorted out, straightening your clothes and so on, without being impolite to the kami. When you pass through the torii (and you should; you should not go around the outside, even though that is normally possible), you should stop briefly and make a shallow bow towards the interior of the jinja. When you are entering, you can just stop and bow, but when you are leaving, you should turn round to face the interior of the jinja, bow, and then turn back to leave.

It is not uncommon for a jinja to have more than one torii along the sacred path, and you should bow at each one. These torii mark increasingly sacred areas within the precincts. Some jinja, particularly Inari jinja, have so many torii that they make a tunnel, and in that case you do not have to bow at each and every one of them. These torii are normally offerings to the kami, rather than strictly boundary markers, and this custom is, I believe, much more recent than the practice of having torii mark the boundaries.

Torii come in two basic forms, called shinmei torii and myōjin torii. “Shinmei” (神明) and “myōjin” (明神) are written with the same two kanji, swapped. Shinmei torii have vertical posts and straight, horizontal crossbars. They are simpler in appearance, and are found at Jingū and other jinja dedicated to Amaterasu Ōmikami, as well as some jinja dedicated to other kami. Myōjin torii have posts that slope inwards slightly, and the upper crossbar has a slight curve. They are the more common type of torii. Each of the main varieties has a large number of minor varieties, with different foundations under the posts, forms of the crossbars, or cross-sections of the beams. Torii are also made of many different materials. Wood is the most traditional, but stone, concrete, metal, and plastic are all found these days. They come in a wide range of sizes, from too small for a person to get through to large enough for two buses to drive through at once. Colours show less variety. Torii are either the natural colour of the material of which they are made, or bright red.

Many torii, particularly myōjin torii, have a rectangular panel in the centre, fixed to the two crossbars. This normally bears the name of the jinja. Other decoration of the torii is unusual, but not unheard of; I have seen torii with carved dragons climbing the base of each post. One decoration that is somewhat common is an inverted v-shaped structure on top of the upper crossbar of a myōjin torii; this is a feature of the torii at jinja enshrining Ōyamakui Ōkami, and such torii are called “Sannō torii”. It is not found at other jinja.

A torii may be built into a fence or wall, but most often they are free standing, meaning that you can walk around them as easily as through them. While torii symbolically mark the boundary, they are not a barrier, and priests often interpret this as showing that jinja should be open to everyone.








SHIMËNAWA

One item that is often seen on a torii, tied between the ends of the lower crossbar, is a shimënawa. Shimënawa are ropes made of rice straw, normally with things hanging down from them. These things may be shidë (lengths of Japanese paper folded into the shape of lightning bolts), bundles of rice straw, strips of fabric, or a number of more unusual things, such as bundles of seaweed.

Shimënawa also mark the boundaries of sacred spaces, and they are mentioned in the myths. When Amaterasu Ōmikami is lured out of the heavenly cave, the other kami stretch a shimënawa across the entrance so that she cannot get back in. The origins of this item are not thought to be obscure: the use of a rope stretched between two points to make a boundary is universal, and hanging things from the rope to make it more visible is hardly less so. The name is also fairly clear: “nawa” means “rope”, and “shimë” is related to a number of words connected with closing things. Thus, a shimënawa is a closing rope, which fits its function very well.

The entrance to a jinja is not the only place you find shimënawa. They are also hung around the purification font, at the entrance to the prayer hall and sanctuary, and around the trunks of sacred trees or on sacred rocks. They may also be found marking off specific sacred spaces within the jinja precincts. The presence of a shimënawa tells you that something is more sacred than the things around it.








SACRED PATH

The sacred path, “sandō” in Japanese, leads from the torii to the prayer hall or main sanctuary. The most typical form is a straight line, but there are a lot of exceptions to that due to the shape of the jinja’s site, and older, larger jinja are particularly likely to be exceptions. In part, this is because a small jinja often has no reason to put the entrance anywhere other than in a straight line from the main sanctuary.

The sacred path is normally either paved with flagstones, or covered with gravel. My impression is that gravel is slightly more traditional, but that flagstones are more popular now, because they are easier to sweep, and a bit more accessible.

Accessibility is made difficult by the fact that many sacred paths include a flight of steps, sometimes several hundred. It is very common for jinja to be built on a bit of high ground, although they are normally part of the way up the hill or mountain, rather than on the top. Thus, you often have to climb to reach the prayer hall. These days, most jinja also have an entrance that is accessible to wheelchairs and baby buggies, but not all, and if the jinja is on a hill there is no escaping the need to get up the slope.

People are not supposed to walk along the centre of the sacred path: that is said to be reserved for the use of the kami. However, there is no general rule about the side you should walk on. At busy jinja, it is normal to enter along the side that has the purification font, and leave on the opposite side, so that traffic flows smoothly, but at quieter jinja you can enter and leave on the same side. If you cross the centreline of the sacred path, known as “seichū”, the “true centre”, you are supposed to bow your head for the three steps when you cross; if you watch priests and miko coming and going at a busy jinja, you are almost certain to see them doing this. At some jinja, the three steps may actually be more than enough to take the priest over the paved area of the sacred path, but at large jinja it is just a short part of the middle.[image: ]









PURIFICATION FONT

Most jinja have a purification font next to the sacred path, inside the first torii and before any further torii. This is where you are supposed to perform a simplified misogi to purify yourself before going to pay your respects to the kami, as described earlier. In Japanese, it is called a “temizuya”, or “hand water structure”, because it is a structure where you put water on your hands. At some older jinja it is still called “honourable hand washing place” or “mitarashiba”, but “otearai”, written with the same kanji, is now the polite word for “toilet”, so only a handful of jinja still use that term.

The water is normally held in a large stone basin, often carved with the names of the people who helped to pay for it. There is roof over the basin, supported on four pillars at the corners, but no walls. It is also common for there to be shimënawa hanging between the pillars, just below the roof. Water often flows constantly through the basin, and it is common for it to come from the mouth of a bronze dragon. The basin has ladles for purification, but you are supposed to take your own towels or handkerchiefs to dry your hands. (If you are being really formal, they should be white.)[image: ]









KOMA INU
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 Koma inu are statues that are found in pairs, one either side of the sacred path, normally a short distance in front of the prayer hall or main sanctuary. The most common type looks a lot like a lion carved by someone who has only heard descriptions, because that is what it is. The idea of lions as protectors is said to have been brought from Persia along the Silk Road to China, then passed to the Korean Peninsula, and thence to Japan. “Koma” is an old name for the Korean Peninsula, or for the Asian mainland more generally, and “Inu” means “dog”, although there are other theories for the origin of the name. Originally, one of the two statues was called a “shishi”, or lion, but that is less common these days.

The tradition of placing a pair of these statues as guardians appears to have begun in the Imperial court during the Heian Period (794–1192). Small statues would be placed outside the bed chambers of nobles, to protect them from malign influences. The custom was then extended to jinja, and now it is unusual to see koma inu anywhere but a jinja.

The two statues look similar, but they have consistent differences from each other. The most important is that one is almost always portrayed with its mouth open, and the other with its mouth closed. Sometimes, one has a horn (generally the one with its mouth closed). One may also be carved with a koma inu child (koma puppy?), and one with a decorated ball. In that case, the one with the child is normally thought of as female.

Koma inu are still thought to have a protective function, keeping evil influences from the prayer hall and main sanctuary, where the kami reside. However, the details of their symbolism are much less clear. Their origin is entirely unrelated to Shinto, having been imported from the Asian mainland, which means that Daoism, Buddhism, Hinduism, and even Zoroastrianism (as their origin is though to go back to Persia) may have played a part. This makes it significantly harder to pin down what different features are supposed to symbolise.

Some jinja, however, have different animals. Most kami have associated animals, which serve as agents of the kami; the most famous example is the foxes of Inari. These animals sometimes replace the koma inu. Indeed, at Inari jinja, they almost invariably do, so that Inari jinja are normally guarded by a pair of fox statues. Other jinja may do something similar, although it is much less common, and I have never, for example, come across a Hachiman jinja with a pair of doves, the animal associated with the Hachiman kami.[image: ]









HALLS AND SANCTUARIES

The sacred path leads to the main buildings of the jinja. The most common building is the main sanctuary (honden), which houses the goshintai, the item that the kami inhabits, but a very large number of jinja also have a prayer hall (haiden). The prayer hall is often directly in front of the main sanctuary, and the sacred path typically stops at the prayer hall, so it is not unusual for someone to visit a jinja without seeing even the outside of the main sanctuary. (Even the priests rarely see the inside.) Some jinja have an offering hall (heiden) between the prayer hall and the main sanctuary.

All of these buildings have simple square or rectangular floor plans, and most have only a single room within the outer walls. The roof is a simple pitched roof, but there may be an additional roof added stretching out over the entrance, and this additional roof often has a distinctive curved shape, called “karahafu”. Most of the buildings are wooden, and are roofed with thatch, bark shingles, or metal plates. Ceramic tiles or slates are rare; this is one way that jinja are distinguished from Buddhist temples, which normally use ceramic tiles. The prayer hall often has sliding doors, but the doors to the main sanctuary almost always swing outwards. The interior of the building normally has a polished wooden floor; fitted tatami matting is unusual, because the styles of jinja architecture go back to before such mats became standard in Japan. As with almost any Japanese building, you should remove your shoes before entering.

There are a number of styles of building, most named after an important jinja that provides the main example of the style. The broadest distinction is based on the side of the building that includes the entrance: is it on the side from which you can see the peak of the roof (tsumairi), or on the side from which the building has a rectangular profile (hirairi)?

Tsumairi covers three main styles. Taisha-style (“Taishazukuri” in Japanese, but “zukuri” can be helpfully translated as “style”) is a square with three pillars on each side, and one in the centre. The entrance is between two of the pillars, and thus off-centre. The type example is the main sanctuary of Izumo Ōyashiro in Shimanë Prefecture. “Ōyashiro” is the Japanese-style reading of the characters that are normally read “Taisha”, and although the jinja officially reads its name as “Izumo Ōyashiro”, almost everyone calls it “Izumo Taisha”. In writing, of course, there is no difference. Sumiyoshi-style has a rectangular floorplan, and the door is in the centre of one of the short sides. The type example is the main sanctuaries at Sumiyoshi Taisha in Ōsaka (it has four), and it is not that common elsewhere. The last, and possibly most common, is Kasuga-style. This is a small, square building, with four pillars, one at each corner. The door takes up most of one side, and there is a small roof over the door. The type example is the main sanctuaries at Kasuga Taisha in Nara (again, there are four of them), and this style is common for small jinja that only have a main sanctuary, because this style works very well at a small scale.

Hirairi has two main styles. Shinmei-style is based on the main sanctuaries of Jingū at Isë, and is a rectangle with the door in the centre of one of the sides. Nagarë-style is similar to Shinmei-style, but the roof is extended forward over the side with the door, providing a covered area in front of the entrance. The type examples are the main sanctuaries at the Kamo jinja in Kyōto (once again, there are four, two at each of the two Kamo jinja). Nagarë-style is very common for prayer halls, because the extended roof creates a natural space in which to pay one’s respects without needing to enter the prayer hall itself, and thus remove one’s shoes. Nagarë-style is probably the most common style overall, and is also often used for very small sanctuaries.

As with torii, jinja buildings tend to be either the natural colour of the wood, or bright red. It is not uncommon for them to be decorated with wooden carvings, which can be very elaborate in some cases, but it is also not uncommon for them to be very simple. Painted designs are unusual, but not unheard of. Nikkō Tōshōgū, a World Heritage site, is famous for the elaborate painted carvings that cover almost all of the buildings in the complex, but then it is an exceptional jinja in a lot of ways. (It enshrines Tokugawa Ieyasu, the founder of the Tokugawa Shogunate that ruled Japan from 1603 to 1868.)








BELL AND BOX

At the end of the sacred path, you find a bell hanging from the building, and a box, normally sitting just inside the building. These can be reached from outside the building, because they are there to allow people to pay their respects to the kami without going through the process of getting permission to enter the building.

One pays one’s respects by ringing the bell, throwing some money (5 yen is common, jinja recommend at least 100 yen) into the box, and then bowing deeply twice, clapping loudly twice, and bowing deeply once more. It is also OK to throw the money in first, and then ring the bell.

The bell is not a tuneful bell, like a European church bell. Rather, it is a large version of the sort of bell that you might put on a cat’s collar, and the noise it makes is more of a metallic rattling than a real “ring”. The bell itself is usually some distance overhead, and you ring it by shaking a rope that hangs down beside it. As noted earlier, the sound of the bell is thought to help purify the area, although some people think that it is to get the attention of the kami, like a doorbell. Priests tend not to accept interpretations of jinja ritual that suggest that the kami is not paying attention all the time.

The box for offerings is normally a large wooden chest with thick bars across the top, and often wooden or metal panels inside, sloping down to a slot through which the money falls. Because jinja are often unattended, there is a risk of theft, and there is a special word for people who steal from these boxes. The outside of the box is often carved with characters meaning “offerings”, and with the names of the people who paid for it, although the names are likely to be on the side facing the interior of the jinja, where casual visitors cannot see them.[image: ]









JINJA OFFICE

All but the smallest jinja have a jinja office, because there is a lot of administrative work involved in running a religious institution. At a family jinja, this building may also be the home of the jinja family. The jinja office is normally close to the prayer hall, but off to one side of the sacred path. The jinja office is where you would normally ask for o-mamori, or for formal matsuri within the prayer hall.

Because jinja offices are practical buildings, they have varied architectures. They might even be a prefabricated or portable building, and at larger jinja it is common for them to be built in reinforced concrete, particularly in urban areas where wooden buildings need special permission from the fire department. It is, however, common for them to make an attempt to remind viewers of traditional Japanese architecture; some are more successful than others. The jinja office normally has a large window, with a shelf for the display of o-mamori. This is called the juyosho. At a large jinja, there might be someone in the office at all times, while at smaller staffed jinja there is normally a bell to call for attention.

The jinja office at a very small jinja may not have a juyosho, because the jinja is not staffed often enough to make it worthwhile. The jinja office at larger jinja may also lack a juyosho, for a different reason. Large jinja, with many priests, often have a large building for the jinja office off to one side of the precincts, and a dedicated juyosho nearer to the prayer hall. Larger jinja with more than one important sanctuary may have multiple juyosho, one near each sanctuary, but normally only one jinja office.

A jinja that is large enough to have a dedicated juyosho is probably also large enough to employ full-time miko, and it is extremely common for the miko to staff the juyosho. The office itself is normally staffed by priests, although the largest jinja may have dedicated administrative staff.[image: ]









SACRED FOREST

Almost all jinja include a sacred forest (“chinju no mori”). At a small, urban jinja, this “forest” might be a single tree, but it is very unusual for a jinja to have no trees at all. In other cases, the sacred forest might cover an entire mountain or small island. The sacred forest is normally behind the main sanctuary, and is not somewhere you would normally go when visiting a jinja. Indeed, at some jinja entry is prohibited.

This is because the sacred forest, as a concept, was originally the place where the kami was present, and thus people were not normally allowed to enter. At some jinja, such as Ōmiwa Jinja in Nara Prefecture, it still is. Most jinja, however, were founded after the custom of housing the kami within the main sanctuary had developed, and thus their sacred forests were never actually used as the dwelling place of the kami.

As a restricted area, the sacred forest was unmanaged, and thus some remain as primeval woodland to this day. Mikasayama, the sacred forest on the mountain behind Kasuga Taisha, has been untouched for over 1200 years, despite being near the centre of the city of Nara. Most sacred forests these days are managed to some extent, to make sure that the trees do not fall on visitors or neighbouring buildings, but they are still left to themselves as much as possible. The small but dense groves of trees, on a low hill, is often visible from a distance when passing through an area, and is one of the signs of a jinja, even if you cannot see the torii.









IN A JINJA





A JINJA IS not just a set of buildings. Indeed, the buildings are purely practical objects, there to make matsuri easier. They contain a large number of items and furnishings that also play important roles in supporting Shinto practice, some of which have more religious significance, and in this chapter I will introduce some of the most important, starting at the outside and working in.








IN THE PRECINCTS

Most of the things found outside the buildings of a jinja were described in the previous section, but there are a few smaller items that can be taken away from the jinja, or hung up in the precincts, and these items are a vital part of Shinto practice.








O-MIKUJI


O-mikuji are fortunes. They are normally pieces of paper about the height of a piece of A4 but only about one quarter of the width, and you select one at random. At most jinja, you have to pay about ¥100, and then you pick one out of a box of folded o-mikuji. At other jinja, the selection method may be more elaborate. For example, you might shake a box containing wooden sticks until one comes out of a small hole, and then receive the o-mikuji corresponding to the number on the stick, or put the money into a machine in which a model of a dragon makes the selection for you.

The most important thing on an o-mikuji is the overall assessment of your fortune. Most of these are variations on “吉”, “kichi”, a character meaning “good fortune”. The precise options available vary by jinja, but they normally start with “daikichi”, “great fortune”, then work down through “chūkichi”, “moderate fortune”, shōkichi, “slight fortune”, and suekichi, “future fortune”, finishing with “凶”, “kyō”, “misfortune”. There are rumours that most o-mikuji sets are biased towards the better results, and that some jinja have no “kyō” o-mikuji in their sets at all. There are also stories of jinja that go up to “daidaidaikichi”, “hugely enormously great fortune”, but I am not sure whether those stories are true. (I have seen “daidaikichi”, however, with three ranks above it using different terms.)

The o-mikuji normally has quite a bit of writing on it, which may include a traditional Japanese poem, and advice for travel, romance, work, study, and finding lost objects. Meiji Jingū in Tokyo has o-mikuji with poems written by the kami enshrined there (Meiji Tennō and his Empress). Most people, however, seem to concentrate on how much good luck they are getting.

After receiving your o-mikuji, it is traditional to take it home with you (if you like it), or tie it on to a tree branch in the precincts and leave it (particularly if you don’t). The tradition of tying things to tree branches has at least 1300 years of history, but it is not very good for the trees, so many urban jinja have artificial structures for your o-mikuji. It is particularly common to take an o-mikuji at New Year, to get a prediction for the whole year, so a jinja may prepare additional tying places at that season.






O-MAMORI AND O-FUDA


Physically, an o-fuda is a wooden board, normally a bit less than a centimetre thick and about thirty centimetres long. They are roughly rectangular, although they normally taper towards the bottom and have a pointed top. The name of the kami or jinja is written on one side of the board, often with the red seal of the jinja, and most o-fuda have a paper wrapping that covers the back and part of the front.
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 Religiously, an o-fuda houses the kami of the jinja. The basic use of an o-fuda is to enshrine the kami on the household kamidana (“kami shelf”), so that they can be venerated within the home as well as at jinja. There are two big differences between an o-fuda and the go-shintai that houses the kami in a jinja. The first is that you can normally see an o-fuda. If you have a miyagata (miniature sanctuary) on your kamidana, it might be hidden in normal use, but those are not necessary, and o-fuda are almost always on open display at the jinja. The second is that o-fuda have an “expiry date”: they lose their efficacy after a year, so that you need to get a new one from the jinja. You are supposed to take the old ones back at the same time, and the jinja disposes of them in a ritual, traditionally by burning them.

O-fuda are also normally given to people who have a personal matsuri performed. These o-fuda normally have the person’s name written on (my name has been written in many, many different ways over the years), and a brief description of the nature of the matsuri. These o-fuda should also be venerated on the kamidana, and do represent the presence of the kami. The nature of the request written on the o-fuda is supposed to have an effect on the religious effects: if you have a healing o-fuda, that will be good for health, while a study o-fuda will be good for study.

The offerings for o-fuda start at about ¥1000, but you can offer more to get bigger ones. If you have a matsuri performed, then the size of the o-fuda is partly determined by the size of your offering for the matsuri, although the jinja may also give you a bigger one if they think that the topic of the matsuri is more important. However, the size of the o-fuda has, officially, absolutely no influence on its efficacy. Indeed, at several jinja I have been asked whether I want a big o-fuda or a smaller one, and I have chosen the smaller one because I have to carry it home. I confess that I am slightly mystified as to why the different sizes exist; o-fuda are not normally displayed publicly, and so they cannot even serve to indicate your commitment to the jinja. It is possible that some people believe that bigger o-fuda contain more kami, in some sense, but I have yet to come across any source that suggests that. (On the other hand, the idea that a larger offering will get you more benefit definitely does exist — but the size of the o-fuda you get in return makes no difference.)
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 O-mamori are small o-fuda, designed to be carried around or attached to items, and to bring a particular kind of blessing. They are also called mamori-fuda. These have existed for well over a thousand years, and have always been popular, although “full” o-fuda are, presumably, even older. Most o-mamori are also, apparently, small wooden boards, but these days they are almost always received sealed inside a brocade bag, normally in a bright colour and embroidered in white and gold. A popular superstition says that if you open an o-mamori, you will be cursed instead of blessed. On the one hand, this fits well with the idea that the go-shintai should not be seen, but it does not fit at all with the fact that o-fuda are normally visible. Further, some o-mamori take different forms, such as curved jewels or even stickers, in which the whole thing is clearly visible. This superstition has no official support, and I suspect that one reason is that it does not make any sense.

Most o-mamori do have specific purposes. Health o-mamori and exam success o-mamori are probably the most common, with those for safe travel and a safe home close behind. (Safe home o-mamori are less common than you might expect because that function would more naturally be performed by an o-fuda on the kamidana; safe home is the default function of an o-fuda.) There are o-mamori for couples, which come in pairs, prosperity o-mamori in the shape of old coins, and children’s o-mamori with Hello Kitty on. The designs on o-mamori bags often include the name of the jinja and the purpose of the o-mamori, and may also include an image of some sort. This might be an image of the jinja, or of the kami, or, in the case of Wakamiya Hachiminagū in Kawasaki, of an erect penis. O-mamori make very good souvenirs from a jinja, because they are small, distinctive, and attractive, but you should make sure that the purpose of the o-mamori is appropriate. No matter how much you like the design on a safe childbirth o-mamori, it is not a suitable gift for a man. The appropriate offerings for o-mamori are normally between ¥300 and ¥1000, with the majority at ¥500.

O-mamori may be obtained for yourself or for someone else, and both are entirely appropriate. Unlike goshuin, the red stamps of a jinja that are supposed to be a record of your visit to the jinja, o-mamori are a part of the kami’s power that you can take elsewhere, and so taking them to someone who cannot get to the jinja themselves is appropriate, as is taking them away yourself so that the kami will remain close to you.






EMA
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 Ema are, these days, small wooden tablets with a picture on one side and a more-or-less blank surface on the other. You get them from the jinja office after making an offering of about ¥500, write a request on the blank side, and then hang them up in the jinja precincts, as a way to convey your request to the kami. Popular jinja have thousands upon thousands of these; the most extreme case I have seen is Yushima Tenjin in Tokyo, which is famous for prayers for examination success. Around exam season, at the beginning of the year, the sanctuaries are surrounded by racks covered with ema dozens deep, around 40,000 in total, most of them bearing a list of school or university names — the ones where the petitioner would like to pass the entrance exams.

“Ema” means “picture horse”. Ema arose from the custom of offering actual horses to jinja, as mounts for the kami. A few jinja, such as Jingū in Isë, still have real sacred horses, and more still have the stables in which they were housed. However, horses are expensive, both to give and to look after, and the practice of giving an image of a horse instead goes back over a thousand years. At first these seem to have been sculptures, and a remarkable sculpture of a horse is still found among the sacred treasures remade every twenty years at Jingū. As sculptures are still expensive, this practice developed into offering paintings, on wooden panels.

These ema were quite large, maybe a metre or so on their longest dimension, and they were straightforward offerings to the kami, so they did not particularly have a request on the back, although they may have been associated with a particular petition. A significant number of jinja still have such ema among their treasures, and paintings of horses are the most common single image type.

Even among the offered ema, however, the range of images broadened from quite early on. Images of the jinja itself, or of the kami, or of legendary events were popular, but there are examples of a wide range of scenes. There are even jinja where mathematical problems, and their solutions, were offered in a format very similar to an ema.

Large ema are still offered to jinja in the present day, but the small ema are much more common. Very few of them have pictures of horses, however. The most popular images are the jinja’s badge, for example a stylised umë blossom (a relative of the plum native to Japan) for Tenjin jinja, or the Chinese zodiac animal for that year. A few jinja prepare very large (two metres tall and maybe four metres wide) ema with the year’s animal on to greet people visiting the jinja for new year.

The requests written on ema by Japanese visitors are normally personal. Success in entrance examinations or job applications are very common, as are requests for a particular romantic partner, or any romantic partner, or the success of a relationship. Health is, of course, another common topic. At tourist attractions, foreign visitors tend to write requests for world peace or something similar, which reveals an interesting difference in attitude. Recently, some jinja in tourist attractions provide privacy guard stickers that you can put over the message on the ema, so that other visitors cannot read it. Presumably the kami can see through.

Ema are normally left in place until the end of the year, when the jinja staff gather and burn them as part of a ceremony to dispose of old o-fuda, o-mamori, and ema. Obviously, this does not apply to offered ema, which are carefully preserved, in some cases for centuries.






IN THE PRAYER HALL

The prayer hall of a jinja normally contains a wide range of objects and furniture. Even the seating is distinctive: a particular kind of folding stool with a fabric seat is almost universal. It is not possible to describe everything that you might see, but some items are particularly important or particularly common, and so it is worth saying something about them.








AN AND SANBŌ


An are tables used for offerings. They are narrow rectangles, with eight legs, four along each of the narrow ends of the rectangle. Many an are made of unpainted wood, but they may also be lacquered in black or red, in which case they may also have decorations of gilded metal. An an has been recovered during archaeological excavations of a fifth century ritual site, and so their use is known to go back to the earliest days of Shinto.

Most prayer halls contain several an, because almost anything significant is placed on an an, either as part of its use, or to keep it ready for use. The main exceptions are things that are too big, and that stand directly on the floor, but there may also be lanterns hanging from the ceiling, or things hanging on the walls. Offerings to the kami are placed on an before or during a matsuri, and it is not uncommon for there to be multiple rows of an for these offerings, in which case the row nearest the kami is supposed to be the lowest, with each subsequent row a step higher, so that the kami can see all the offerings. Alternatively, the an can all be on the same level. However, at many jinja you see the opposite arrangement: the row nearest the kami is highest, and each subsequent row is a step down, so that all the offerings can be seen from the prayer hall. This does mean that only the front row of offerings is visible to the kami, but in many jinja this pattern arises because the an are placed on the stairs leading up to the entrance to the main sanctuary. In addition, I suspect that the officially approved arrangement would make it harder to place offerings on the an, and very difficult to do so without turning one’s back on the kami. When practicality and religious logic conflict in Shinto, it is not at all uncommon for practicality to win.

The offerings are not normally placed directly on the an. They are instead placed on sanbō, which are in turn placed on the an.
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 A sanbō is a square tray with the corners cut off (so that it actually has eight sides) and a low “wall” around the edges, fixed to a stand that is the same shape, but with a smaller area and greater height. Three of the sides of the stand have holes in them, and the holes have a standard shape. When making an offering on a sanbō, the side of the stand without a hole faces towards the kami, because that side is the front. As with an, many sanbō are made of unpainted wood, but they can also be lacquered in black or red, or sometimes both, with the main sanbō in black and the interior of the tray in red. My impression is that metal decorations are less common on sanbō than on an, but they are not unheard of.

Open offerings of food are placed on or in ceramic containers before being placed on the sanbō, but if someone is offering a box of chocolates, for example, that box may be placed directly on the tray. Similarly, an envelope containing an offering of money might be placed directly on the tray. Often, a sheet of white paper is placed on the tray underneath the offerings, but this is not universal.

The offerings themselves were described earlier, in the section on matsuri.






ŌNUSA


The ōnusa is normally a wooden stick, about fifty centimetres long, with a large number of white paper strips attached to the top. The paper may be replaced or supplemented by lengths of white cloth, cotton, or linen, and the wooden stick may be replaced by a branch of sakaki.

“Ōnusa” is sometimes translated as “purification wand”, because it is used in the harae that precedes any ceremony, purifying the participants and objects to be used. While it is not in use, it is normally stored vertically in a special stand, which is in turn placed on an an. This an is normally off to one side of the prayer hall, not directly in front of the kami.

Some jinja have a separate area, next to the prayer hall, where the harae is performed, and in that case the ōnusa is found there, rather than in the prayer hall proper.






TAMAGUSHI


A tamagushi is a small branch of sakaki, a broadleaf evergreen native to Japan, with shidë (lightning-bolt paper) or lengths of linen or cotton tied to it. The branch is normally very small, more of a twig, except that it has several other twigs coming off it, to make the whole thing roughly triangular in shape. A tamagushi is normally about twenty centimetres long, but there are specific rituals at some jinja in which much larger tamagushi are used.

“Tamagushi” means “jewel wand” or “soul wand”, and they are offered to the kami during matsuri. Normally, the presiding priest and a number of representatives of the participants offer tamagushi, and before they are used the tamagushi are all placed on a sanbō, which is in turn placed on an an. When offered, they are placed directly on an an, so you can tell at a glance whether a tamagushi has been “used”. (I do not know whether they are ever “recycled”.)

The tamagushi is, obviously, a symbolic offering, and it is generally thought to symbolise the bond between the spirits of the participant and the kami.






MISU


Misu are hanging screens made of many very thin rods of bamboo tied together with string. The rods are horizontal as the screens hang vertically, so that the screens can (at least in theory) be rolled up out of the way. They are often edged in silk brocade, to protect the bamboo from damage. It is common for there to be misu all around the prayer hall, although they may be short, symbolic ones that cannot actually be lowered. It is very common for there to be a misu between the prayer hall and the main sanctuary, and this is normally lowered. There is also normally a misu behind the main sanctuary doors, inside the main sanctuary.

Misu screens are not completely opaque, but they do make it hard to see clearly beyond them. They are derived from screens used by members of the Japanese nobility centuries ago, when noble women and the Tennō would never be seen in public, but would always be behind one of these screens (at least in principle). In jinja, they make sure that the interior of the main sanctuary is never clearly visible to people at a matsuri, even if the doors have been opened for a major event. At many jinja, even the doors to the main sanctuary are concealed behind a misu most of the time, with the screen only being raised for major festivals.

The concealment of the sacred is a very important theme in Shinto, and misu are one of the concrete ways that this is reflected in the physical structure of jinja.






GOHEI
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 The gohei is one of the objects that can be used as a symbol of Shinto. The basic form consists of two strips of paper folded into the shape of lightning bolts and attached to the top of a wooden wand. The wand may be lacquered, and the strips of paper may be replaced by gilded metal; a gohei can be quite elaborate. The most elaborate I have seen is all gilded and has chains of bells and crystal beads hanging from it as well.

Gohei have various purposes. They are sometimes used as a goshintai, an object inhabited by the kami, sometimes used in place of an ōnusa for purification, and sometimes waved over people at a ritual to transfer a blessing from the kami to them. Many jinja have one in the prayer hall, standing directly in front of the entrance to the main sanctuary.

It is thought that the origins of gohei can be found in the offerings of cloth that used to be made to the kami. The cloth was placed in a split at the top of a wooden wand as it was being offered, and the kanji used for “gohei” mean “honourable offering (of cloth)”, which makes it very hard to deny a connection. However, these days the gohei are not connected with offerings to the kami. Similarly, the lightning-bolt papers are the same as the shidë that are hung from shimënawa, but a gohei is not about marking boundaries either. It is, therefore, apparently obvious where they started, but not at all clear how they got from those origins to their current function. This raises the possibility that they actually started somewhere else, and acquired the associations with cloth offerings and shidë over the course of time.

In one of his books, I think Small Gods
 , Terry Pratchett said something like “Everyone agreed that it was symbolic. Not symbolic of anything in particular, but symbolic in a general sense”. I feel much the same way about gohei.






MASAKAKI


“Masakaki” is written with the kanji for “real sakaki” and refers to a pair of objects that are displayed in most prayer halls, one to either side of the entrance to the main sanctuary.

Sakaki, as mentioned earlier, is a broad-leaf evergreen found over much of Japan, apart from the northernmost regions. The kanji is a combination of the kanji for “tree” and “kami”, and it is mentioned in the Kojiki
 and Nihonshoki
 as a sacred tree. Thus, sakaki branches are a common feature of Shinto ritual, and many jinja have sakaki growing in the precincts to supply those branches. (Apparently, Japanese sakaki are currently under threat from some sort of disease, which discolours the leaves and makes them less suitable for use in ritual.)

Masakaki are, ironically, not normally real sakaki (unlike tamagushi). Rather, they are tall poles, normally a little taller than an adult, with small artificial sakaki branches on the top, and long rectangles of silk, like scarves, hanging down, in green (in front), then yellow, red, white, and purple. These colours are also found elsewhere in Shinto ritual, and are derived from Daoism, where they represent the five elements. Each pole has something hanging from it, from just below the sakaki branch. Typically, the pole on the left as you face the sanctuary has a small sword, in a brocade bag, while the one on the right has a string of curved jewels, magatama, and a round mirror, again in a brocade bag, but one that has a round opening over the centre of the mirror so that the reflective surface is visible. The mirror, jewels, and sword represent the three sacred treasures given to Amaterasu Ōmikami’s grandson, Ninigi no Mikoto, when he descended from Takamanohara to Japan.

The masakaki are suitable decoration for a sacred space for the performance of matsuri, appearing as such in the Kojiki
 , when Amaterasu Ōmikami is lured out of the cave of heaven. There is quite a bit of evidence that a tree, or at least a tree branch, was a central feature of the site of early Shinto rituals, and the masakaki bring that tradition into the present day.






SACRED MIRRORS


Sacred mirrors, shinkyō, are a very important feature of Shinto symbolism, and a very common feature of prayer halls, where they stand in front of the entrance to the main sanctuary, often with a gohei behind them. Sacred mirrors are circular, and made of polished metal, rather than silvered glass. These days, they are almost always made of white metal, although their history goes back well over a millennium, and they were originally bronze. A prayer hall normally has a single sacred mirror, on a wooden stand carved to resemble clouds, and possibly flying creatures such as birds or dragons. This is because the mirror is, on some level, a symbol of the sun, and thus is in the sky. There may be a gohei behind it, and while some jinja have multiple gohei, it is very unusual to have more than one mirror on display.

The mirror is, in the Kojiki
 and Nihonshoki
 , a symbol of Amaterasu Ōmikami, and archaeology has revealed that mirrors had an important ritual function in Japan for centuries before the myths were written down. They were, and are, seen as housing the kami, although the mirror in the prayer hall is not the main housing for the kami in a jinja today. When Buddhism and Shinto were mixed, it was not uncommon for jinja to have mirrors with Buddha images carved, in fine lines, into the mirror, as a way of expressing the unity of the kami with a particular Buddha or Bodhisattva. These days, such carvings are very rare; they were forbidden before the war, as it was illegal to have Buddhist imagery within a jinja, and although they are not forbidden now, they still appear to be unusual.

If you have a ceremony performed in a jinja, you face the sacred mirror as you pay your respects to the kami, because the main sanctuary, which houses the kami, is beyond it. This means that, if you look up, you can see your reflection in the mirror. This reflection is not clear, because the mirror is polished metal and does not have a completely smooth surface, but it is often possible to make yourself out. It is sometimes suggested that this is a symbol of the lack of distinction between kami and people in Shinto.






IN THE MAIN SANCTUARY

The main sanctuary is the most sacred part of a jinja, housing the kami. I have never been inside a main sanctuary, something that is true for almost all people in Japan, although at some jinja you do enter the building that houses the main sanctuary. The chief priest of a jinja may enter that jinja’s main sanctuary once a year, for the reisai, or Grand Festival, or he may not, depending on the jinja’s customs. Other people can only enter the building while it is being refurbished, and the kami has been temporarily moved out. At that point, of course, the space has been cleared for the repair work, and so looks completely different from normal.

The import of this prologue is that everything in this section is based on what I have heard, not on direct personal experience. And there are no photographs.








SACRED TREASURES


The first things that might be found in the main sanctuary are sacred treasures, or shinpō. These are precious items that were offered to the kami, and are still retained by the jinja. The items themselves are not normally thought to have any supernatural power or significance, beyond being the property of the kami, and so they may be removed from the main sanctuary to be restored or displayed in the jinja’s museum.

In principle, anything valuable can be a sacred treasure, because anything can be offered to the kami. However, I am not aware of any examples of mass-produced items being held as sacred treasures, and there are certain classes of item that are particularly common.

The first is metal mirrors, as these have a long history of association with the kami. The second is weapons, particularly swords, but also spears, bows, and arrows. The third is clothing, and the fourth is goods for daily life, such as make-up, writing boxes, and tools for farming or weaving. These last two categories tend to be made either smaller or larger than would be appropriate for a human being, to emphasise that they are for the kami.

Because sacred treasures are kept in the main sanctuary, which is dark, dry, and largely undisturbed, they are often in remarkably good condition. Many of the oldest surviving textiles in Japan were sacred treasures at various jinja.

Many sacred treasures were moved to museums in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when the government was running all jinja with little regard for religious sensibilities. Some, however, remained in the sanctuaries, and some are still there today. Tanaka Tsunëkiyo, the current president of Jinja Honchō and the chief priest of Iwashimizu Hachimangū near Kyoto, wrote about the refurbishment of his jinja in a book. He said that they looked at the sacred treasures in the main sanctuary, chose a couple to come out, and left others there for future generations to discover. It is quite likely that there are some items in the sanctuaries of old and famous jinja that would be national treasures if anyone but the priests knew about them.






SEAT OF THE KAMI


The seat of the kami is, obviously, a very important part of the contents of the main sanctuary. In some cases, when the main sanctuary is no larger than a suitcase, this may be nothing more than a simple wooden platform, but in larger sanctuaries it is rather more elaborate.

The standard for sanctuaries that are large enough and rich enough appears to be a michōdai. This is a bed, as used by members of the nobility around a thousand years ago. It consists of a thick tatami mat, roughly square, placed on a wooden base, and surrounded by silk curtains, with a silk ceiling over the top. It is much like a four-poster bed. Further mats are spread in the centre of this to create the actual seat of the kami.

In some jinja, this is all that there is. The kami is held to be present on the seat, but there is no physical object symbolising that presence. In most, however, a wooden chest is placed on the seat, and inside the chest is the goshintai.






GOSHINTAI


The goshintai is the physical object that contains the spirit of the kami. The object itself is not normally thought of as the kami, but merely as a container for its spirit. Nevertheless, these are the most sacred objects in Shinto, and as such can never be seen. Normally, the goshintai is inside a bag, inside a chest, inside a set of curtains, behind a screen, inside a closed building in the heart of the jinja precincts. If it is necessary to move the goshintai, the ceremony is performed at night after extinguishing all the lights in the jinja precincts, and the whole chest is moved within a set of silk curtains carried to conceal both the chest and the priests carrying it from the people who have been specially invited to attend the ceremony.

Some jinja have legends stating that anyone who does look directly at the goshintai dies within a few weeks.

All this might raise the question of how we know what the goshintai at a jinja actually is.

In some cases, we do not. There are some jinja where nobody alive knows what the goshintai is. They generally have an idea of its size and weight, but nothing more. There is a jinja in Nagasaki where historians have suggested that the goshintai may be part of a Christian church that was demolished in the early seventeenth century, when Christianity was suppressed in Japan. The purpose there would be to continue honouring the kami of the church in order to avoid a curse.

In other cases, rules get broken. The goshintai at Atsuta Jingū was actually stolen once, although it was quickly recovered and the thief died for his sacrilege (according to the story, struck down by the kami). After the war, Jinja Honchō had to issue a regulation forbidding priests to charge people to look at the goshintai, which implies that some priests were doing it.

However, there are also legitimate ways to find out. First, nothing starts out as a goshintai. It starts as an object, and then the kami is called into it. While it is just an object, anyone can see it, and may record what they see. The same is true on a lesser level of the wooden plaques in o-mamori. A few years ago, I attended a workshop at which we made o-mamori cases, and the priests at the jinja handed out the wooden plaques to put inside. Everyone was taking them very reverently and carefully, and one of the priests said “they don’t have the kami in them yet; they’re just pieces of wood”. Second, the kami can be moved from one goshintai to another, and the old goshintai is then just an object again. Traditionally, these items were burned or buried, but sometimes they were preserved, and in any case the priests saw the items while disposing of them.

So, what are goshintai? Again, in theory anything can be a goshintai, including a bit of a church. In practice, there are some categories that appear to be popular. Gohei are common at very small jinja, because they are inexpensive and easy to obtain. Slightly larger jinja may have an o-fuda as the goshintai. Mirrors, swords, and curved jewels are also popular choices, in reference to the three sacred treasures given to the ancestor of the Tennō. Images of the kami, both carved and painted, also seem to be fairly common. The carved images are almost always wooden, and carved from a single tree; the assumption is that this tree was a sacred tree even before it was carved.

Natural features may be the goshintai of a jinja. Mountains, large rocks, waterfalls, and ponds are all known examples. Obviously, these are normally an exception to the rule that one cannot see the goshintai; by some accounts, Mount Fuji is the goshintai of Fujisan Hongū Sengen Taisha, and I can see it from my flat.

As mentioned earlier, some jinja do not have a goshintai, just a seat for the kami. In some cases, that seat is a simple rush mat, and is replaced every year, so it is clear that the seat itself is not regarded as the goshintai. Kami do not need a physical object in order to be present, and so the kami can be present at an empty seat, or, presumably, inside an empty box.

This reinforces the paradox of the goshintai. On the one hand, it is the most sacred point in the jinja, the centre of all the matsuri. On the other, its nature is completely irrelevant to practice at the jinja, and it would not matter if it turned out that there was nothing there at all.







SHINTO PEOPLE





SHINTO MATSURI NEED people to perform them, and jinja need people to look after them. Mainstream Jinja Shinto divides these people into a number of groups, partly based on their qualifications, and partly based on their relationship to a jinja. The most important are the priests, who take the lead in both matsuri and jinja. The miko, young women who assist at jinja, are extremely important in the popular perception of Shinto, if less important in actual practice. Sōdai are lay people with a special responsibility for a jinja, while ujiko are people who live in the area traditionally associated with a particular jinja. Sūkeisha are people from outside that area with a special relationship with the jinja, while sanpaisha are people who visit a jinja and do not fall into one of the other categories. Many people are, of course, an ujiko at one jinja, a sūkeisha at another, and a sanpaisha at a third.

What are these groups like? We should start with the priests.








PRIESTS

Shinto priests are formally called “shinshoku”, which means “person who works with the kami”, but they are also often referred to as “kannushi”, which means “person in charge of the kami”. In this case, “priest” is a very good translation of the Japanese, so that is the word I will normally use.

When people in Jinja Shinto talk about the role of priests, there are four ideas that come up a lot. The first, and most general, is “shinmeihōshi” — “offering service to the bright kami”. This is a general term for serving the kami at a jinja in a religious capacity, and does not only apply to priests; miko and lay people can also do this. It primarily refers to performing the matsuri, and maintaining the jinja in an appropriate way. The second idea, which is offered as a characterisation of what is distinctive about priests, is “nakatorimochi” — a go-between. The priest takes prayers from other people to the kami and, in theory, brings the kami’s answers back. The priest is an intermediary between people and the kami; in a formal matsuri, you do not address the kami directly. The third idea is that the main role of a priest is to pray, to take other people’s requests and gratitude to the kami. Jinja Honchō expects priests to pray for the nation and the Imperial family in particular, but this is also important when discussing how priests should respond to natural disasters: praying for recovery is taken to be their main role, with any other activities occurring in addition to the prayers.

The fourth idea is that priests should be role models for the people who live near them, and contribute to society in some way that goes beyond their service at the jinja. This contribution is generally supposed to be inspired by Shinto ideals, or expressed through the jinja, and it includes such activities as working as a parole officer, which connects to the concept of haraë, or boosting the jinja’s matsuri to bring more attention, and economic vitality, to an area. This kind of role is, however, a secondary aspect; the primary purpose of a priest is to serve the kami, and serve as an intermediary between people and the kami.

Because Japan’s constitution guarantees religious freedom, anyone may call themselves a Shinto priest. However, the established Shinto organisations have requirements and organise training. Jinja Honchō is not the only such organisation, but it is the largest, and the one about which I know the most, so I will talk about their practices. While I will talk about Jinja Honchō’s activities in more detail later, training and licensing priests is one of its most important roles, and probably the one that individual jinja would have most trouble replacing if the central organisation were to suddenly disappear.

At present, there are about 20,000 Honchō-licensed Shinto priests in Japan. The government’s culture agency thinks that there about 70,000 “Shinto-related” priests in total, and the other 50,000 are associated with Shinto-inspired religious traditions, or jinja that are not affiliated to Jinja Honchō. Despite their greater numbers, they are socially much less important, as the Shinto-inspired religious traditions have a very low public profile, on the whole. (In some cases, there is also a question as to whether the tradition, or anyone else, would agree with the government’s classification of it as “Shinto”.) Thus, in the rest of this section, I am talking about Jinja Honchō priests.

What sort of people become priests? The biggest single group is “people whose families have been priests for generations”. The Meiji government officially abolished hereditary priesthoods, but that does not seem to have taken. Hereditary priestly families are called “shakë”, “jinja families”, and they are common at all levels of the priesthood. At the eminent extreme, there is the Sengë family, the hereditary priests at Izumo Ōyashiro, who can trace their family back as far as the Imperial house can, and also claim descent from Amaterasu Ōmikami, through another of her sons. At the other extreme, there are local jinja run by a single family going back no more than a few centuries. In such cases, it is not uncommon for every adult member of the family to be a priest.

However, recently people from a wide range of backgrounds have started training for the priesthood. There is a serious shortage of young priests, so this ought to be a good thing. Unfortunately, there are a number of problems. First, a lot of smaller jinja are very committed to the family that has supplied the priests for generations, and a significant number of larger jinja want to employ young men from jinja families, which makes things hard for outsiders. On the other hand, serving as a priest at a jinja is hard work, at unsociable hours, for low pay (in most cases), and there are also problems with newly qualified priests without a jinja background quitting after a short period of time. This influx does not seem to be solving the problem with a lack of successors.

Both men and women can become Shinto priests, and in theory there is no discrimination. The highest priest at Jingū, the Saishu, has always been a woman since the war, and women have been the chief priests of a few important jinja. However, all priests were male until the end of the war, and inertia means that only 10% of priests are women now, although about 40% of trainees at university are. Female graduates find it harder to get jobs as priests than male graduates do, especially if they are not going to work at their family jinja. There is very little overt prejudice against women in the Shinto establishment, but there are clear structural factors that make it difficult for them.

It is possible for non-Japanese to become Shinto priests; there is an Austrian-born priest who was licensed by Jinja Honchō and still works as a Shinto priest, to the best of my knowledge. However, this is extremely rare: he is the only one I know of who was born outside Japan.

No matter what your background, in order to become a Shinto priest, you must acquire a “level”, or “kai”. There are five of these: chokkai, gonseikai (or gon-no-seikai), seikai, meikai, and jōkai. Chokkai is the lowest, and jōkai is the highest. The level is a measure of how much someone knows about Shinto, both theoretically and in terms of practical training in ceremonial actions. They are named after four virtues traditionally associated with Shinto, so “chokkai” is “direct level”, “seikai” is “true level” (“gonseikai” is “provisional true level”), “meikai” is “bright level”, and “jōkai” is “pure level”. These are just names, however, and bear no particular relation to the content of each level.

To get a level, you can go to university at one of the two Shinto universities (Kokugakuin University in Tokyo and Kōgakkan University in Isë), take two-year courses that are held at training centres associated with important jinja across Japan, take a two-year correspondence course, or take an intensive five to seven week course. (The intensive courses are designed for people from priestly families who need to get a level right now, or while pursuing another career.) Graduating from university qualifies you for meikai (although you need two years’ experience at a jinja before you actually receive the level), while the other courses get you lower levels; a single intensive course simply gets you chokkai. Once you have a level, there are courses you can take while serving as a priest to advance to a higher level, unless you are already at meikai. Jōkai is honorary, awarded to people who have made an important contribution to the Shinto world.

You must have a recommendation from the head of your local Jinjachō (the prefectural offices under Jinja Honchō) to take any of these courses, and this is the real barrier to entry for most Japanese. If you are from a priestly family, it is very easy to get this recommendation. Otherwise, you have to convince them that you are good priest material.

While chokkai is enough to become a priest, formally, the chief priest of a jinja must have at least gonseikai. However, there is a serious problem at the moment with a large number of acting chief priests in rural areas who only have chokkai, because they do not have time, and possibly money, to take the courses that would advance them to gonseikai. Jinja Honchō is in the middle of a major review of the training system to address this and related problems. In particular, it seems that they want to make it practical for acting chief priests with chokkai to advance to gonseikai within five years, but they seem to be looking at the training system more broadly. The changes that have been introduced so far have been relatively minor, but appear to be designed to clear the decks of the problems created by the current system before a new system is introduced.

Having a level does not make you a priest; you are only a priest if you have a level, and are employed as a priest by a jinja. There are several different types of priest in a jinja. Every jinja has a gūji, a chief priest (“gūji” means “person who runs a jinja”). The chief priest is the legal head of the religious corporation, the legal entity that owns the jinja’s property, and he or she also leads the matsuri and runs the jinja day-to-day. A large jinja may have a deputy chief priest, or gongūji. Then there is the senior priest, or negi. “Negi” is an old term for a priest, and no-one is exactly sure what it means; the characters used to write it were simply chosen to make the right sounds. (See! Shinto does have some terms that don’t sound as though they were made up by civil servants.) At jinja without a gongūji, the negi is the second-in-command, and probably the gūji’s designated successor. Jinja may not have more than one priest at each of these levels. Finally, there are the junior priests, or gon-negi. A jinja may have as many of these as desired, and some of the larger jinja have over a dozen. Some particularly large jinja have other ranks, often junior, which may or may not count as priests, but which are good ways to get the practical experience necessary to get a level.

Priests also have a rank. This starts at fourth rank, and goes up to third, second, upper second, first, and special. Anyone who is a priest (that is, both has a level and is employed by a jinja as a priest) has a rank of at least four. Third and fourth ranks are “normal” priests. Second rank is given to priests who hold some distinction or who have been a priest for a long time (35 years). Almost any long-serving priest will achieve second rank, and priests with meikai, or some distinction from Jinja Honchō, can reach it earlier.

Upper second rank is only awarded after assessment by a central committee, and can be awarded to any priest who has held second rank for at least ten years, or who holds a position at an important jinja. Upper second rank is the highest rank most priests are likely to reach, but priests with a standard career are very likely to reach it, if they want to. Not all do want to, because, as I understand it, the amount of money a jinja must pay to Jinja Honchō is determined, in part, by the ranks of the priests associated with it, so it costs more money if the priests take a higher rank. I believe that there is also a one-off payment associated with taking the rank. It should be noted that this kind of structure is very common in traditional Japanese activities, whether artistic or religious, and I have heard that ranks in esoteric Buddhism are particularly expensive.

First rank is awarded to the second highest priest at Jingū, priests who have received particular honours from Jinja Honchō, and priests who have been awarded jōkai, if the central committee thinks that it is appropriate. These appointments are announced in Jinja Shinpō, and by convention all priests who are awarded jōkai are also awarded first rank. There is no rule requiring this, but there would have to be a really good reason for an exception now. Special rank is awarded to the head of Jinja Honchō, the highest priest of Jingū, and priests who receive the highest honours from Jinja Honchō. The chief priest of a major jinja is likely to reach first rank before the end of their career, but I do not think it is guaranteed, and special rank is unusual even then.

If a priest is in vestments, you can immediately tell their rank, because the rank determines the colour of the hakama (trouser skirts) that they wear. Fourth and third ranks wear a pale blue-green, while second rank wears deep purple. Upper second rank is purple with faint round badges on; these are called wisteria badges. First rank has purple hakama with clear white wisteria badges on, while special rank has white hakama with white wisteria badges on. There are two styles of vestments, called Saifuku and Jōë, in which the hakama are white; if you see more than one priest with white hakama, they are almost certainly wearing one of these types of vestment.

The vestments for priests are based on the clothes worn by Japanese nobles in the Heian period (794–1192), and are different for men and women. The base of the vestments, for both male and female priests, is a white kimono with hakama. Most of the time, priests who are on duty but not actually performing a matsuri wear just the kimono and hakama, putting on the remaining vestments when necessary. Off duty priests do not wear their vestments (although there are doubtless occasional exceptions).
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The priest illustrated above is a relatively low-level priest, dressed in Kariginu. These vestments are worn for the most common matsuri, including almost any matsuri that an individual might ask for at a jinja. His hakama are the colour worn by the two lowest ranks of priest, third and fourth, and because he is inside he is wearing only white tabi on his feet. The blue garment over the white kimono (which is visible at the neck and one shoulder) is the kariginu itself. The kariginu is relatively straightforward to put on by yourself, with a bit of practice.

His black hat is called an “eboshi”. These hats are actually made of Japanese paper, washi, which is layered on to the shape and dyed black. So, yes, Shinto priests wear paper hats.

The wooden stick in his hand is called a “shaku”. In the distant past, courtiers wrote notes for the ceremonies on them, but they have been nothing more than a symbol of dignity for centuries. Up to the late nineteenth century only some priests were authorised to hold them, but all male priests have them now. There are specific rules for the etiquette to follow when a priest must put his shaku down or away in order to clap when paying reverence to the kami.
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The image above shows a priest of the first rank, as you can tell from his hakama, dressed for a major matsuri in Ikan. He is outside, so he is wearing black shoes of lacquered wood, called “asagutsu”. He carries a shaku, just like the lower ranked priest, and there is no significance to the difference in colour; that is simply a matter of the wood used and the age of the shaku. The black garment is called a “hō”, and its colour also indicates his rank. Under the hō, he is wearing a hitoë, although this is only just visible at his neck. On his head, he wears a kanmuri. This word is normally translated as “crown”, but as you can see it looks very little like what most English speakers would call a crown. The bit sticking up is actually a long strip of material, which bends over at the top and hangs down behind him, about as far as his neck. The Tennō, and, I believe, only the Tennō, wears a kanmuri on which this strip of material sticks straight up for many Shinto rituals.

If the image was of a priest of special rank, the highest, his hakama would be white, with the other colours the same. The patterns would still be on the hakama, but they would still be white, so they would be hard to see.

If he were of upper second rank, the hō would be red, and the patterns on the hakama would be fainter. A priest of second rank would still have a red hō, but his hakama would be purple without any patterns. A priest of the third or fourth rank would have a green hō, and hakama the same colour as in the picture.
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Female priests have different vestments. The one above is relatively low rank, third or fourth, and is dressed for an ordinary matsuri. Over the kimono and hakama she is wearing a green hitoë, which is optional; the regulations allow priests to leave that out, allowing the vestments to be adjusted to the season. (The regulations also allow other layers to be worn lined or unlined, for the same purpose.) Over that, she is wearing an uwagi. The colours and patterns of these vestments are much less closely defined than those for men. For men, in most cases the colour is specified, as is the decoration, but for women there are certain colours that are forbidden (the one reserved for the Tennō, for example), leaving the choice otherwise open.

She is wearing a hitai-atë on her head, and holding a bonbori fan in her hands. The fan has fifteen struts, but is never opened during matsuri. Just as for the shaku carried by men, there are detailed rules for how a priest should hold the fan, and what to do with it while bowing and clapping.
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This priest is upper second rank (she has faint designs on the purple hakama), and is outside, so she is wearing the asagutsu. These are also the same as for male priests. She is dressed for a major matsuri.

The first layer over the kimono and hakama is the hitoë, which must be worn with this level of vestments, and which must be this orange colour, or a yellow-green. She is also wearing an awagi over the hitoë, the purple layer. Over the top of that, she is wearing a karaginu. (Note: not a “kariginu”, which is part of the male vestments, but a “karaginu”.) The colour of the awagi and karaginu are largely up to the priest, as long as she avoids the forbidden colours.

Her fan is a cypress fan with sixteen struts, decorated and with coloured cords passed through the top of each strut. Those cords are wrapped around the fan, and it is never opened during a matsuri. As the fans are never opened, I confess that I do not know whether they are made so that they can be opened, or whether it has become purely symbolic.

Her headgear is a called a “saishi”. It is made of gilded metal, with artificial flowers, and white threads hanging down at the sides. The flowers are required as part of the vestments, and orange and/or white seem to be most common, but I do not think they are specified precisely in the regulations. (I have the regulations, and they do not seem to specify colour or type, but the phrase used to refer to them, “kokoroba”, may be more specific than it looks, or than a net search suggests.)

Female priests normally wear their hair long, and gathered into a single ponytail. (The junior priest is being a bit of a rebel by wearing it loose; the regulations do not require the ponytail, but they do strongly suggest it.) Priests who prefer to keep their hair short often wear false ponytails for matsuri.

(The illustrations of the priests are by Dean Spencer
 , and used with permission. All rights reserved.)








MIKO

Miko are young women who assist in jinja ceremonies. They also perform kagura, sacred dance, at matsuri, and often provide o-mamori amulets to people visiting a jinja, in return for small monetary offerings. (But they don’t sell
 the o-mamori, certainly not.)

As far as the official situation goes, that is it. There are no central regulations covering miko, and no qualifying examinations or ranks. They are peripheral within the jinja, and only large jinja can afford to employ them at all.

In popular perceptions of Shinto, however, they are huge. In the manga and anime Sailor Moon
 , Sailor Mars (Hino Rei) is a miko. In the anime film Your Name
 , the main female character is a miko at her family’s jinja. The overwhelming majority of manga and anime that make Shinto and jinja a central element have miko as central characters. Many jinja websites have pictures of miko on them, even if the jinja does not actually have any miko. In fact, if you want an obviously Shinto picture, you put a miko in front of a torii, and if you can’t get a torii, you try to get a miko in shot. Priests do not have the same effect. When I was commissioning the pictures of priests and miko, it was easy to find huge numbers of reference pictures of miko, and much, much harder for priests.

Miko are young women, typically under 25, and are generally supposed to be unmarried. That is not strictly enforced these days, but contemporary marriage patterns in Japan mean that a woman under 25 is very likely to be unmarried anyway. Most jinja require them to not dye or perm their hair, and to wear little makeup or jewellery. Jinja that see a large number of visitors at new year often hire short-term miko for that period; Kanda Myōjin, in Tokyo, runs a short training course for them in the summer, which is open to high-school girls and young women under 23 years of age. Smaller jinja just hire the daughters of people associated with the jinja, as long as they haven’t bleached their hair and can take out any piercings. Large jinja have full-time miko, and a significant proportion of them hold seikai or higher. (My understanding is that working as a miko counts towards the two years of work at a jinja that you need to reach meikai; that would help to explain why the women are willing to take the job.) They also tend to hire part-time miko all year round, and it is, I understand, quite a popular part-time job. Miko wear a white kimono, and scarlet hakama. This is the easy way to distinguish them from female priests, who would be wearing pale blue-green hakama at that age. When they dance, they normally put more elaborate vestments over the top.

So, why are miko so popular? First, they are sexualised in a lot of popular culture. This is, in some ways, quite impressive, as miko vestments do a very good job of concealing almost the entire body. There are standard stories that miko have to be virgins, almost certainly derived from the fact that they traditionally have to be unmarried, and that they do not wear knickers, almost certainly derived from the fact that traditional kimono underwear does not include knickers, but rather a piece of cloth wrapped around the hips. Virginity is no longer a requirement for being a miko, if it ever was, and I believe that the overwhelming majority of contemporary miko do wear knickers, if only because almost all Japanese women wear western-style knickers with kimono these days. (I have no actual data on this point, however…) Interestingly, the standard miko vestments appear to be based on Heian-period underwear: a white kimono and scarlet hakama seem to have been the standard underwear for women, with twelve further layers of clothing on top.

The second reason is a bit more substantial. Historically, miko seem to have been the central figures in Shinto ritual, and politically extremely influential. “Miko” may well be derived from “child of the kami”; the “ko” can be written with the character for “child”, and the character for “kami” can be read “mi”. It is normally written with characters that mean “shaman woman”, which still implies a strongly supernatural role. One of the earliest figures recorded in Japan is the third-century queen, Himiko, whose name is often interpreted as meaning “Miko of the Sun”. She is said, in Chinese records, to have ruled a large federation in Japan through her supernatural powers. The Nihonshoki
 tells stories of Okinagatarashihimë, the wife of one Tennō and mother of another, who is possessed by the kami, delivers a prophecy that her husband ignores, leading to his death, and then follows the prophecy, pacifying the Korean peninsula through supernatural strength. She is explicitly identified with Himiko, and is now one of the three kami venerated as the Hachiman kami. Several other legends tell of women in service to the kami who are now venerated as kami in their own right, and some scholars have suggested that even Amaterasu Ōmikami was a miko in the original versions of the myths.

Thus, miko were traditionally at the heart of Shinto ritual, and had supernatural powers, and this is another theme that crops up very frequently in popular culture, to the point that women sometimes think that they have to be virgins with supernatural powers to work as a miko. (I don’t suppose that is actually very common, but I have seen it reported as a misunderstanding that someone actually held.)

To the best of my knowledge, most contemporary miko do not have supernatural powers.








SŌDAI

Sōdai are lay people who take on positions of responsibility at a jinja. Some of these are legally required positions in the religious corporation — the gūji is not allowed to simply run everything himself — while others have more religious significance. There are no formal requirements on becoming a sōdai, and at some jinja the post is passed round local residents on a rota system, which can cause problems when someone with no interest in Shinto or jinja is suddenly put in charge of everything for a year. In other jinja, the sōdai are drawn from the heads of families who have lived in the local area for generations.

At jinja with a resident priest, the sōdai support the jinja, both practically and financially. However, there are 20,000 priests and 80,000 jinja in Japan. While a single priest can realistically look after more than one jinja, those priests are not evenly distributed, and there are jinja in rural areas that only see a priest once a year, for the reisai. At such jinja, the sōdai see to maintenance and offerings through the rest of the year. As part of the response to the shortage of priests, there are moves to provide some sort of training to allow sōdai to function as quasi-priests, and carry out some of the rituals. This is obviously tricky to do while preserving a role for priests, which I imagine is why the movement seems to be slow. However, the numbers mean that something like that is, I think, very likely in the near future.

Even when there is a resident priest, the sōdai may be responsible for much of the practical organisation of larger matsuri, and there may be parts of the preparation that are left entirely to the sōdai. They almost always take on a prominent role in the main matsuri of the jinja, sitting at the front and offering tamagushi at the climax of the ceremony. Jinja Honchō has regulations for awards to be given to sōdai who have served a jinja well for a long time, and every prefecture has a formal organisation for all sōdai, which meets annually. The attendance figures for these meetings are typically around 1,000 people, but that includes both priests and sōdai. Some prefectures, and a few smaller areas, also run training events for new sōdai.

In practice, the overwhelming majority of sōdai are men over 60. This is almost certainly a result of sexism and respect for the elderly in Japanese society, and, as a result, I would expect to see more female sōdai in the future. I suspect that they will continue to be older, however, in part because jinja that have enthusiastic younger supporters tend to create separate organisations for them, and leadership positions there are stepping stones to becoming sōdai later in life. However, as the sōdai do not have formal, legal power, I suspect that a tactful and energetic woman in her thirties could effectively take over a jinja before the official sōdai noticed.

There does seem to be a strong tendency for the group of families that can provide sōdai at a given jinja to be limited, but this is something about which statistics have not, as far as I know, been published, so I am working from very limited samples. This is one sense in which Shinto can be very closed. There are many jinja where you can only become a priest if you were born or married into a particular family, and only become a sōdai if you are a member of one of a small number of other families. I suspect that this may be another factor contributing to the decline of many jinja, but in rural areas, where the problem is that everyone is moving away or over 70, it is a relatively minor factor.








UJIKO

Ujiko are, officially, all the people who live within the “ujiko area” of a jinja. This is why official statistics give numbers of Shinto adherents that are very close to the population of Japan: surveys ask priests how many ujiko their jinja has, and they look up the population of the appropriate area. Since almost everywhere in Japan is in the area of one jinja or another, the total is close to the total population of Japan.

The ujiko are expected to have a particular relationship with their jinja, and Jinja Shinto encourages people to pay their respects at their local jinja, the Ujigami Jinja, in addition to any famous jinja that they might visit. Ujiko take part in the jinja’s matsuri, and provide a great deal of the necessary financial support. Indeed, rural jinja may be described in Jinja Shinpō,
 the Shinto newspaper, in terms of the number of households of ujiko that they have.

Jinja Honchō is very clear that anyone who lives in the traditional “ujiko area” of a jinja is an ujiko. This is one of the points established in the Kenshō, something like a constitution that was written in 1980 to clarify the religious principles of Jinja Shinto. Nevertheless, at some jinja (and I don’t have a good idea as to how many), the “real” ujiko are the families who have lived in the area for generations. In such a case, the ujiko are almost certainly the families who provide the sōdai.








SŪKEISHA

Sūkeisha are people who particularly revere a jinja, and who visit it to pay their respects, but who are not ujiko. It is common for them to also support the jinja financially. Some jinja have no ujiko at all — a famous example is Meiji Jingū in Tokyo — and rely entirely on sūkeisha for support. Famous jinja often derive much of their income from sūkeisha, who visit the jinja to have ceremonies performed.

Strictly speaking, visiting a jinja once to have a ceremony performed does not make you a sūkeisha; you need to have more of a relationship than that. If, however, you got married at a jinja, took your children to hatsumiyamairi and shichigosan there, and went there a few other times to have ceremonies performed, you would qualify. A significant number of famous jinja have formal organisations for their sūkeisha, with annual membership fees, and certain privileges, such as an invitation to major matsuri, or a newsletter.

For famous jinja, I suspect that the sūkeisha are financially more significant than the ujiko, but this only applies to a small group of jinja. The jinja that attract sūkeisha are normally the ones that can afford to employ miko, and multiple priests. An ordinary, local jinja probably has no sūkeisha at all, although there are always exceptions, when someone who lives some distance away forms a close relationship with a particular jinja, or maintains one after moving away.

There are absolutely no restrictions on who may become a sūkeisha. Even the most conservative jinja, to the best of my knowledge, will accept anyone, from anywhere, even from outside Japan. If you can work out some way to communicate, you do not even need to speak Japanese. I have also never seen anything that suggests any sort of distinction between “real” sūkeisha and others, although sūkeisha who give more money do seem to get a certain degree of preference, and a longer connection with a jinja obviously tends to create a deeper relationship.

If you do only visit a jinja once, particularly if you do not have a ceremony performed, then you are a sanpaisha. Absolutely anyone can be a sanpaisha, and almost all jinja welcome foreign sanpaisha, particularly if they know the etiquette.









CHAPTER FOUR


Myths









WE HAVE TALKED about what practitioners of Shinto do, where they do it, and who they are. It is natural for someone from a western background to ask what they believe. This is not such a natural question in Japan, which is why I did not start with it. On the other hand, I, and most of the readers of this book, do have a western background, so I do not want to ignore it. What do practitioners of Shinto believe? Let us start by looking at the myths.

Like any religion, Shinto has its myths. In the case of Shinto, we are lucky, because they were written down, in an organised form, at quite an early date. Even better, there is a range of sources, giving some idea of the range of myths that have been current. This section will discuss some of the main sources, illustrate the differences between versions using one important myth, and look briefly at what these myths and differences might tell us about the history of Shinto. Of course, the existence of different versions makes it hard to believe that the myths are literally true.

Fortunately, almost no-one does.








THE ROLE OF MYTHOLOGY

The role of Shinto mythology is best approached from what it is not.

First, as mentioned above, almost nobody believes that the early myths, up to the stories of the first Tennō, Jinmu, are literally true. The scholarly consensus on Jinmu Tennō, as far as I can tell, is that he is mythical, but that the actions attributed to him may well be based on historical events that happened almost a thousand years later than the myths say. Nevertheless, some people do seem to believe that those myths are literally true. The Kojiki
 and Nihonshoki,
 the main sources for the myths, continue into later times, and the amount of material that is thought to be historical increases as the dates get later, although there are still a number of elements that are thought of as being mythical. The Nihonshoki
 comes within a few years of when it was written down, and is generally believed to be a reliable source at that point. These later legends, however, are not the famous ones: the Shinto myths that people outside Japan have heard are almost universally believed to be myths, not facts.

Second, the myths are not taken to provide moral guidance on how to live your life. The kami sometimes behave immorally, and most texts of the myths do not specify when this is. Indeed, morality is not a major concern of Shinto.

Third, the myths are not taken to provide guidance on how rituals should be performed, although they are taken to offer evidence on the nature of Shinto rituals a couple of centuries before they were written down.

The above three functions are functions that the myths have served in the past, or, at least, that some people within Shinto have tried to have them serve. In the present day, however, they do not, and so the position of the myths within Shinto is nothing like the position of the Bible within Christianity.

Over all, the role of the myths in the day-to-day practice of Shinto is very small; one could perform all the roles of a Shinto priest without any knowledge of the myths. (It is, however, impossible to be licensed as a priest without such knowledge.) Further, many jinja enshrine kami who have little or no relationship to the myths. Of the four most popular jinja dedications, only Amaterasu Ōmikami plays a substantial role in the central myths. Hachiman includes Ōjin Tennō and Jingū Kōgō, who appear in later sections of the Kojiki
 and Nihonshoki,
 well into the sections that are thought to be mythologised history. O-Inari-san is often identified with kami who make fleeting appearances in the myths, but the main legends say little about them beyond the name (and identifications differ in different sources). Tenjin-sama is a historical figure who was born over a century after the Kojiki
 and Nihonshoki
 were completed, and thus does not appear at all.

This means that an understanding of the myths is not central to an understanding of Shinto and, conversely, that a good understanding of the myths does not give you a good understanding of the religion.

The myths do, however, provide a shared stock of stories and images, and references to them turn up in all sorts of places. Thus, some familiarity with the myths is important if you want to understand Shinto well.








SOURCES FOR MYTHOLOGY

There are many important written sources for Shinto myths, going back over 1300 years, many of which record earlier oral traditions, or explain the myth behind particular practices. I will discuss three of the most important of these sources, starting with the two that far outshine any others: the Kojiki
 and the Nihonshoki.









KOJIKI AND NIHONSHOKI


The oldest, and overwhelmingly most important, surviving sources for Shinto myths are the Kojiki
 , or “Record of Ancient Matters”, and Nihonshoki,
 or “Record of Japan”. Both were compiled on the orders of the Tennō: the Kojiki
 was completed in 712, and the Nihonshoki
 in 720. Both tell the story of Japan from the creation of the world until living memory (albeit barely for the Kojiki
 ), and both serve to legitimate the rule of the Tennō. Many of the same kami and the same stories appear in both.

Even so, there are a lot of important differences. First, the Nihonshoki
 is much longer, and has much more detail about the later period. Essentially, the Kojiki
 becomes little more than notes once it enters the period that is generally agreed to be historical, while the Nihonshoki
 gives details, and is generally accepted as a valuable source for historical events, albeit one with a definite point of view. When focusing on the myths, however, this difference is much less significant, as the myths occupy a much greater proportion of the Kojiki
 .

Second, the Kojiki
 was written in Japanese, using the recently imported Chinese characters, while the Nihonshoki
 was written following Chinese conventions, although recent scholarship has pointed out that it is not, exactly, written in Chinese. This makes the Kojiki
 far more valuable for studying the ancient Japanese language, a feature that recommended it to Kokugaku scholars in the eighteenth century. One aspect of this is that the two texts typically use different Chinese characters to write the names of the kami, and they are not always completely consistent within themselves.

Third, and related, the Kojiki
 is thought to have been written for a domestic audience, while the Nihonshoki
 was written to show the Chinese that Japan was a civilised nation, and imitates the form of Chinese Imperial histories. Indeed, the Nihonshoki
 is the first volume of the early official histories of Japan, which continued for a couple of centuries, and created a tradition of historical writing that continued thereafter.

Fourth, they do not tell quite the same stories. In fact, the Nihonshoki
 often contains several versions of the same myth, and these versions might change both the kami and the plot. Sometimes, the alternate versions are completely different myths that just fit in the same space. Most of the myths in the Kojiki
 also appear in the Nihonshoki
 , although rarely in exactly the same form, but there is a whole sequence, known as the Izumo myths after the region of Japan (part of present-day Shimanë Prefecture) where they take place, that only appears in the Kojiki.
 These myths concern Ōkuninushi, who is also important in the Nihonshoki,
 in large part because he is not an ancestor of the Tennō, but does agree to hand Japan over to a kami who is. There is a great deal of debate over why this sequence was included in the Kojiki
 and only the Kojiki,
 but no consensus on an answer.

Their reception was also very different. For the first thousand years, the Nihonshoki
 was overwhelmingly more important. This changed with Moto’ori Norinaga, an extremely significant Kokugaku scholar of the eighteenth century, who worked out how to interpret the Kojiki,
 at the basic level of determining how words should be pronounced and what certain combinations of characters meant, and promoted it as a “pure” manifestation of the Japanese spirit, unlike the Nihonshoki
 , which was corrupted by Chinese influence. From a linguistic perspective, as discussed above, this is an exaggeration with some important truth to it, but in terms of the content it has no justification at all. Norinaga was, it should be noted, primarily a philologist, so language was his first concern. He published his work in a massive, forty-volume text, his life’s work, which was extremely influential, and made the Kojiki
 by far the most popular version. If you have come across English versions of Japanese myths, they are almost certain to have been taken from the Kojiki,
 as you may realise as you read the other versions given here.

In Japanese, the myths found in these texts are often called the “Kiki myths” (the final “ki” syllables in the titles of the texts are written with different characters in Japanese). They are important not only because they are the oldest records, but because they are presented in a systematic way, forming a coherent narrative. Many of the other sources are much more fragmentary, and in many cases it is not at all clear how their myths could be fitted together, either with each other or with the Kiki myths. In general, contemporary Japanese have heard of both of these texts, and know a number of myths from them, normally in their Kojiki
 versions. The same cannot be said of the source that I will discuss next.






KOGOSHŪI


The Kogoshūi (
 “Gleanings from Ancient Words”) was written in the very early ninth century by Inbë no Hironari. The Inbë were a family with a strong historical connection to the Shinto rituals of the court, and Hironari was an elder of the family, over eighty years old when he submitted the text. It is, essentially, a request to the Tennō to return to the good old days. (The oldest example of this genre I know of is Egyptian, from about 3000 BC.) Because the Inbë were concerned with Shinto ritual, there is a lot of information on that subject, and it begins with a potted history of the kami, which recapitulates many of the Kiki myths, with some added details.

The text is not long, and for the most part it is very close to the Kiki myths, so it is not very important as a main source for the myths, but it does have some variations and comments that are very interesting. It also provides important details on the early form of court rituals, and an example of someone arguing that the myths should
 be a model for the way rituals are performed in his time. This, of course, is also evidence that they were not actually performed that way. The Kogoshūi
 includes an interesting version of the myth of Amaterasu in the cave of heaven, possibly the most famous of the Shinto myths, and it is to that myth that we turn next.






AMATERASU AND THE CAVE OF HEAVEN

Amaterasu Ōmikami, a kami associated with sun, was the ruler of Takamanohara, the High Plain of Heaven. Her younger brother, Susano’o, came to visit her, and although he swore that he was not interested in overthrowing her, he behaved violently, seriously disrupting the matsuri that Amaterasu Ōmikami was to perform. In response, she withdrew to the cave of heaven, opening probably the most famous of the Shinto myths. The Kojiki
 tells it as follows.





In her fear, Amaterasu Ōmikami withdrew into the stone cave of heaven, and closed the door. The heavens and earth were both plunged into darkness, which continued without cease. In the darkness, the voices of the evil kami could be heard buzzing like the countless flies of summer.

In this darkness, all the kami gathered on the banks of the Amë no Yasukawa river, and asked Omoikanë, the child of Takamimusuhi, to devise a solution to the problem. First, he told them to gather the long-crying cockerels of Tokoyo no Kuni, and make them crow. Next, they brought a hard rock from the upper reaches of Amë no Yasukawa and iron from Amë no Kanayama, and found the smith Amatsumara. They had Ishikoridomë fashion a mirror, and Tama-no-oya fashion many jewels on a long string. Amë-no-Koyanë and Futodama were called, and taking the right shoulder blade from a stag on Amë no Kaguyama Mountain, they heated it using red cherry wood from the same mountain, and sought the will of the kami. They found a flourishing sakaki on the mountain, and pulled it up by its roots, decorating its upper branches with the string of jewels, the middle branches with the mirror, Yata no Kagami, and the lower branches with white yū cloth [a cloth made from fibres found in the bark of a particular kind of tree] and blue linen cloth.

Then Futodama bore these items as a sacred offering, and Amë-no-Koyanë recited a norito in celebration, while Tajikarao concealed himself at the side of the stone door of the cave.

Amë-no-Uzumë gathered plants from Amë no Kaguyama: hikagë ivy as a sash, masaki ivy as a crown, and sasa bamboo as wands in her hands. She stepped up on an upturned barrel in front of the door to Ama-no-Iwato, and began dancing, her feet pounding out a rhythm. As she danced, she was possessed by the kami, and opened her robes to expose her breasts, and undid her belt, lowering it to expose her vulva. And all the kami laughed so much that the heavens shook.

Amaterasu Ōmikami was very puzzled to hear this, and opened the door of the cave a crack.

“I am in here, so both the heavens and the earth must naturally be wrapped in darkness. Why, then, is Amë-no-Uzumë dancing, and all the myriad kami laughing?”

Amë-no-Uzumë replied,

“A greater kami than you has come, so we are laughing and dancing to celebrate her arrival.”

As she said this, Amë-no-Koyanë and Futodama brought Yata no Kagami forward so that Amaterasu Ōmikami could see it, and catching sight of her reflection, she became even more puzzled, and pushed the door open a little further, so that she could see the mirror better. As soon as she did so, Tajikarao seized her hand, and pulled her fully out of the cave. Before she could react, Futodama darted behind her and stretched a shimënawa across the entrance to the cave, saying “You must not cross this rope to enter the cave”.

When Amaterasu Ōmikami emerged from the cave, light was restored to both the heavens and the earth.





This legend has many points of interest, although for some reason men seem to focus on the stripping part. A more interesting feature of the dance is the assertion that Amë-no-Uzumë was possessed by the kami. Which one? They are all said to be watching. The consensus is that this scene describes an early Shinto ritual; the archaeological and other evidence is consistent with this being a fairly accurate description of the way the kami were honoured in the fifth century or thereabouts. That rather suggests that the characters in this scene were, at some point, not kami, providing additional support for the theory that Amaterasu Ōmikami was also originally a miko.

The treatment of Amaterasu Ōmikami has also been a subject of discussion over the centuries. The other kami essentially trick her into opening the door by lying to her, she then fails to distinguish between her own reflection and another kami, and she is bodily dragged out of the cave, before being forbidden to return. This seems like a strange way to treat the highest kami, and indeed Amaterasu Ōmikami does not seem to be behaving appropriately for her station. The consensus, historically, seems to have been that this incident was a haraë, a purification, of Amaterasu Ōmikami, and that she only truly became the most august kami after this was over.

The legend has also been linked to solar eclipses, or to the day/night cycle, or to the rebirth of the sun at the winter solstice. As Amaterasu Ōmikami is clearly associated with the sun, this has some plausibility, and the fact that the world goes dark while she is in the cave suggests that something like this is going on. However, none of the other elements fit the solar phenomena very well, so this idea is little help with interpreting the myth.





As mentioned earlier, the Nihonshoki
 and Kogoshūi
 contain other versions of this legend, and the differences shed some light on what was thought to be important about it at the time.

The main version in the Nihonshoki
 is extremely similar to the Kojiki
 version, except that Amë-no-Uzumë holds a spear (hoko
 ) rather than bamboo, lights a fire before dancing, and is not explicitly described as stripping. Several of the kami are described as the ancestors of important clans: Amë-no-Koyanë of the Nakatomi, Futodama of the Inbë, and Amë-no-Uzumë of the Sarumë. Finally, Amë-no-Koyanë and Futodama work together to set the shimënawa.

The first Nihonshoki
 variant has the kami gather at Amë-no-Takëchi, and goes into more detail about the forging of the mirror. It is made with metal from Amë-no-Kaguyama, as is the “sun spear”, and with a bellows made from the whole skin of a deer. This mirror is said to be “Hi no kuma no kami”, enshrined in Ki Province. The jinja still exists, in Wakayama City, but the mirror in this legend is more generally believed to be enshrined in Isë Province, at Jingū.

The second variant is abbreviated (quite possibly because only the differences from the main story are described), but has different kami fashioning the mirror (Amë no Arato, ancestor of the mirror makers), cloth (Futodama), and jewels (Toyotama, ancestor of the jewel makers). Amë no Uzumë is not mentioned at all. The account states that, when the mirror was lifted so that Amaterasu Ōmikami could see it, it banged against the wall of the cave, and was slightly damaged. “The damage is still there today.” The mirror is said to be enshrined in Isë.

The third variant gives the parents of the kami. Amë-no-Koyanë is described as leading the ceremony (there is no mention of Omoikanë), and as the child of Kogotomusuhi. The mirror is fashioned by Ishikoritobë, who is the child of Amë-no-Nukato, the jewels by Amë-no-Akarutama, who is the child of Izanaki, and the cloth by Amë-no-Hiwashi, who is the ancestor of the Inbë of Awa province. The sakaki with all these things on is given to Futodama to offer, and he recites a norito. Amaterasu Ōmikami, hearing it, muses to herself. “Many people have prayed to me recently, but I have never heard such a beautiful norito.” She pushes the door open a crack, and Tajikarao seizes the door, pulling it all the way open, so that the light of the sun kami fills the world once more.





The emphasis on who was descended from which kami is important, because that was believed to determine the roles that those families should play in Imperial ritual. The Kogoshūi
 was written, in large part, to complain that the Inbë had been pushed out of their rightful roles by the Nakatomi, and it relies on the legends to make that case. This possibly explains why the Kogoshūi
 has a particularly individual version of this legend, and gives a significant amount of detail. It runs as follows.





Takamimusuhi gathered many kami on the banks of the Amë-no-Yasëkawa river to debate how they should apologise to Amaterasu Ōmikami. Omoikanë thought deeply about the problem, and issued the following instructions.

“Put Futodama in charge of all the kami, and have them make offerings for Amaterasu Ōmikami. Ishikoridomë (child of Amë-no-nukato and ancestor of the mirror makers) should gather red iron from Amë-no-Kaguyama and make a mirror in the shape of the sun. Nagashiraha (the ancestor of the Omi of Isë Province) should take linen and make blue cloths. Amë-no-Hiwashi and Tsukuimi should grow a kaji tree and make white cloths of yū. (The linen and the kaji tree both grew overnight.) Amë-no-Hazuchi-no-o (the ancestor of the Shitori) should weave shitsu cloth, cloth with a pattern woven into it. Have Amë-no-Tanabatatsuhimë weave the clothes that the kami will wear. This is the silk called “nigitaë”. Have Kushiakarutama make necklaces and arm bands of many large jewels threaded on a cord. Have the two kami Taokiho’oi and Hikosashiri craft the measure called Amatsumihakari, gather timber from valleys large and small, and construct a fine palace, with rain hats, spears, and shields. Have Amë-no-Mahitotsu make various swords, axes, and bells. When all these things are ready, pull up a verdant sakaki from Amë-no-Kaguyama by the roots, decorate the upper branches with the jewels, hang the mirror on the middle branches, and the blue and white cloths on the lower branches. Have Futodama bear these offerings and sing their praises. Amë-no-Koyanë should also recite the prayers. Then Amë-no-Uzumë (she was given that name because she was strong-willed and fearless) should decorate her hair with masaki ivy, wear hikagë ivy as a sash, bear the leaves of bamboo and of the okë tree in her hands, and carry a spear with bells on it in her hands. She should overturn a barrel in front of the cave, kindle a bonfire, and dance skilfully. We should all dance and sing along with her.”

Everyone did as Omoikanë said. Ishikoridomë made a mirror, but she was not entirely satisfied with it. (This mirror is enshrined at Hi-no-kuma Jinja in Ki Province.) She made a second mirror, and this one was flawless. (This mirror is enshrined at Jingū in Isë Province.) They then followed Omoikanë’s plan, and Futodama offered the following prayer. “This precious mirror that I offer, beautiful and bright shining, is like unto you, oh Amaterasu Ōmikami. Open the cave, I pray you, and show yourself to us.” In this way Futodama and Amë-no-Koyanë prayed together. Amaterasu Ōmikami thought to herself “As I am in this cave, it should be dark outside, so why are all the kami singing and playing like this?” She opened the door to the cave a crack, and in that moment Amë-no-Tajikarao pulled the door all the way open, and took Amaterasu Ōmikami to the new palace. Futodama and Amë-no-Koyanë quickly stretched a sun rope (these are now called “shirikumënawa”, and have the shape of rays of sunlight) around the palace, and assigned Ōmiya-no-më to serve at Amaterasu Ōmikami’s side. (Futodama had given birth to this kami through his mysterious power. Her role was like that of the court ladies who serve the Tennō today, who with graceful and elegant words smooth relations between the Tennō and his subjects, and make the Tennō rejoice.) Toyoiwamato and Kushiiwamato were set to guard the gates. (These kami are also Futodama’s children.)

At that moment, the heavens became bright and clear, and the kami rejoiced at being able to see one another again. Futodama and Amë-no-Koyanë both asked Amaterasu Ōmikami never to return to the cave.





The distinguishing feature of this version is so… many… names! As the Kogoshūi
 was written by a senior member of the Inbë family, it is unsurprising that the account puts the family’s ancestral kami, Futodama, in charge of everything, relegating the ancestral kami of their rivals, the Nakatomi, to a supporting role. The third version in the Nihonshoki
 has Amë-no-Koyanë taking the lead, with little for Futodama to do, so that may well be the Nakatomi version. The Kogoshūi
 version also gives roles to various families, and these roles match the roles that they played in the Daijōsai, the central Shinto ritual in the accession of a new Tennō. Thus, one of the most important roles of this legend for Inbë no Hironari, the author, was to underwrite the status and privileges of various families.

As a later version, it seems to be, in part, an attempt to clear up contradictions. For example, it has two mirrors, one of which is damaged and in Ki, and the other of which is perfect, and in Isë. It also moves away from the Kojiki
 treatment of Amaterasu Ōmikami, so that she is neither deceived by the mirror, nor dragged out of the cave. (Although it is a little vague on how, exactly, Tajikarao got her from the cave to the palace.) The palace appears to be a completely new addition to the story, possibly because sacred halls are an important part of the Daijōsai. The Kogoshūi
 version thus appears to be an attempt to unify all the earlier versions while emphasising the important role that the Inbë and their dependant families should play in court ritual.





The later fate of the kami in these legends is interesting. Obviously, Amaterasu Ōmikami remained extremely important. Amë-no-Koyanë was and is venerated as the ancestral kami of the Fujiwara, a branch of the Nakatomi that became extremely important, but even in their Kasuga Jinja, he is less important than two other kami, Takamikazuchi and Futsunushi, who come from other legends. Futodama has almost disappeared from contemporary Shinto practice, probably because of the decline of the Inbë. The Kogoshūi
 ultimately failed to restore their fortunes. Takamimusuhi also has surprisingly few jinja.

The most interesting case is probably Amë-no-Uzumë. There are very few jinja that enshrine her, and those that do are almost all primarily dedicated to her husband, Sarutahiko. On the other hand, she is widely seen as the originator of kagura, sacred dance, and thus a common character in those dances, and historical images of the sun cave legend almost always focus on her dance. Her character, as portrayed in the legends, is also interesting. The Kogoshūi’s
 description of her as “strong-willed” could also be translated as “stubborn” or “obstinate”; the Japanese word used in the modern Japanese translation I am relying on is not clearly positive. In the Nihonshoki
 , she figures in a later myth, when the ancestor of the Tennō, Ninigi, is descending to earth. An enormous kami of the earth is standing in the road, with his eyes burning like fire, and Amë-no-Uzumë is the only kami brave enough to confront him. She exposes her breasts before going to face him, and the first thing he asks is “Why have you got your tits out?”. She does not actually answer the question, but she does discover that the kami, Sarutahiko, is there to guide Ninigi, and later marries him. There is also a legend in which she demands of all the fish that they swear loyalty to Ninigi, and when one refuses, she cuts its mouth open with a knife.

In short, she is portrayed as proactive, even aggressive, and as making active use of her sexuality: the kami of “getting things done by getting your tits out”. She does not avoid confrontation, and is not afraid to talk back to anyone, even Amaterasu, nor to hit back at fish who disagree with her. In short, she is described as doing everything that a traditionally virtuous Japanese woman would not. A while ago, I read about a jinja holding an “Uzumë School” to help women increase their “female power”, but from the description of the curriculum, it did not bear much resemblance to Amë-no-Uzumë as described in the legends. A jinja that did follow her mythic portrayal would probably get in trouble with the Shinto establishment, no matter how much they cited the myths in their defence.





We see similar patterns of different versions for most of the Shinto myths that have come down to us, and it seems clear that different groups used different versions of the legends to push their own agendas, whether for political status, or for appropriate social attitudes. This is something that did not stop in later years; people influenced by Buddhism and Confucianism had trouble accepting a female kami as the highest authority, and created versions in which Amaterasu Ōmikami was male. I think we have to say that this is also legitimate, especially if there is nothing privileged about the oldest versions. And, in that case, the versions of the legends that we find in manga and anime, which present a more contemporary vision of Shinto, are also legitimate. It is true that the Shinto establishment tends to rely on the Kojiki
 myths, but even they draw some parts from the Nihonshoki
 when it is helpful to support their preferred interpretations. In the case of Shinto, individuals can do nothing but choose the version of the legends that they prefer, because no-one is even offering to make that choice for them.













CHAPTER FIVE


Theology









IF THE PROBLEM with determining what Shinto myths are is that there are too many versions that have a strong claim to be authoritative, we have the opposite problem with theology: there seem to be no authoritative versions at all. Jinja Honchō says almost nothing about Shinto beliefs, and even the things that it says about practice are less widely respected than one might expect, a point I noted when discussing ujiko, and will return to later.

Still, people who practise Shinto do have beliefs about important questions, such as pollution and purity (kegarë and haraë), kami, and the Tennō. While it is very hard to find authoritative statements, in this section I will try to describe what we can deduce from what Shinto practitioners say and do.









KEGARË AND HARAË — POLLUTION AND PURIFICATION





HARAË HAS COME up repeatedly in my explanations of Shinto. Every Shinto matsuri begins with haraë (pronounced “ha-rye-eh”). You must remove your kegarë (pronounced “keh-gah-reh”) before addressing the kami, which is why you are supposed to rinse your hands when entering a jinja. Some of the most important Shinto ceremonies are nothing but haraë, and the most important norito in Shinto history and practice is a prayer for haraë. According to the Kojiki
 , Amaterasu Ōmikami was born from haraë.

But what is haraë? It removes kegarë, but what is that? If simply translated into English, “kegarë” is pollution or impurity, and “haraë” is purification. To really understand them, however, we must look at them on their own terms. As haraë is a response to kegarë, the latter is the best place to start. What is kegarë?








TSUMI, KEGARË, AND TSUMIKEGARË

As soon as you start to look into the nature of kegarë, things become complicated, because another word, “tsumi”, quickly appears. Indeed, the two are often combined into a single word, “tsumikegarë”. The Ōharaekotoba, an ancient purification norito, includes a list of tsumi, split into “amatsutsumi”, the tsumi of the heavens, and “kunitsutsumi”, the tsumi of the earth.

The tsumi of the heavens are: breaking the banks between rice fields, filling in the irrigation channels of rice fields, destroying irrigation channels, sowing a second set of seeds in a field, putting markers in someone else’s rice fields to claim them as your own, skinning an animal while it is still alive, skinning an animal backwards, and scattering faeces.

The tsumi of the earth are: cutting the skin of the living, damaging the dead, having white skin, having warts or tumours, having sex with your own mother, having sex with your own daughter, having sex with a woman and her daughter, having sex with a woman and her mother, having sex with animals, being bitten by snakes or centipedes, being struck by lightning, being damaged by high-flying birds, and killing other people’s livestock.

It would be fair to describe this as a pretty miscellaneous list, and it should not be hard to understand why it does not get treated as the Shinto equivalent of the Ten Commandments. These really do not look like the sorts of offences that are most fundamental to society. Another reason why it cannot serve as an equivalent of the Ten Commandments is that the precise meaning of a number of tsumi is controversial or unclear. I would like to think that “being pooed on by a bird” is listed as one of the most significant sources of kegarë, but in fact it is not clear what “damage from high-flying birds” means; it may well mean birds eating your crops. Similarly, it is not clear what “having white skin” means; does it mean skin disease, or being albino, or what? Given the context in which it was written, it is rather unlikely that it means “being a white person”, and it certainly isn’t taken to mean that today. Some of the tsumi are thought to be magical taboos. The last kunitsutsumi, about killing other people’s livestock, is probably a reference to some kind of sorcery, as is the reference to skinning animals backwards. In the same way, the distinction between having sex with a woman and her daughter, and having sex with a woman and her mother, probably had something to do with marriage customs at the time the norito was originally written, but to the best of my knowledge no-one is precisely sure how they were different.

Although the list is rather miscellaneous, the amatsutsumi are the things that Susano’o, Amaterasu Ōmikami’s younger brother, is described in the myths as doing in Takamanohara and that lead to Amaterasu Ōmikami withdrawing into the cave of heaven, and Susano’o being exiled to earth. In that context, they are all actions that interfere with rice agriculture, or with the religious ceremonies that accompany rice agriculture, as Susano’o skins animals and scatters faeces to stop Amaterasu Ōmikami performing the rituals of thanks for the harvest. However, it is unclear whether they were grouped together because they appeared in the myth, or whether the myth was created to explain why these actions were grouped together.

A fundamental problem that becomes clear when looking at the kunitsutsumi is that the tsumi are not all things that people do. Being struck by lightning is perhaps the clearest example, but being bitten by snakes and centipedes is also not something that is done by the person being bitten. This makes it clear that tsumi and kegarë cannot be the same sort of thing as sin, as it is understood in Christianity or Islam. A sin must be something that a person does, not something that happens to them. This idea is quite fundamental, as when people say that the colour of someone’s skin cannot be a sin, or something they deserve to be criticised for. Of course, the colour of your skin is one of the things on the Ōharaëkotoba list of tsumi, so it obviously is
 the sort of thing that can be tsumikegarë.

So, what sort of thing is kegarë? The list in the Ōharaëkotoba is not terribly helpful if we want to find some sort of general principle, but other sources are. For example, in a Kojiki
 legend, the kami Izanaki descends to Yomi-no-Kuni in an attempt to recover his wife, Izanami, who had died giving birth to a kami of fire. He fails, and on his return he observes that he has acquired a great deal of kegarë in the land of the dead, and undertakes the haraë in which Amaterasu Ōmikami is born. As this legend suggests, death is the greatest source of kegarë. If a close relative dies, you receive kegarë, and should not go to jinja. Dead bodies should certainly never be taken to a jinja. This is why, although there are Shinto funerals, they are (almost) never performed at jinja, and why jinja, unlike Buddhist temples, do not have attached graveyards. Indeed, recently the Tennō visited an important jinja in Kyoto, but the chief priest of the jinja did not lead the ceremony in which the Tennō paid his respects because a close relative had died recently.

There are other general kinds of kegarë related to health and the body. Some of these are mentioned in the Ōharaëkotoba. For example, spilled blood is also a major source of kegarë, and this is why, historically, menstruation and childbirth made people impure. It is important to note that childbirth also made the father impure, even though he may not have bled, just as a death in the family causes kegarë for the survivors. Faeces is mentioned as a source of kegarë in the Ōharaëkotoba, and other bodily excreta are also regarded as a form of kegarë.

Indeed, any kind of dirt is a form of kegarë. According to Jinja Honchō, when you rinse your hands and mouth before entering a jinja, it is not some kind of supernatural ritual. Rather, you are literally cleaning your hands before going before the kami. Similarly, bathing is a very important part of purification for Shinto priests, because it washes the dirt away. While this bathing is part of a ritual, it is the same as ordinary bathing in that the aim is to get physically clean.

There is, therefore, a strong link between kegarë and things that can be described as literal dirt. However, that cannot be the whole story: while one might get dirty while blocking irrigation channels, that does not seem to be the main reason why that action is one of the amatsutsumi. Similarly, if the sweat and secretions of sex were the reason for kegarë, there would be no need for the norito to specifically call out incestuous liaisons. This aspect of kegarë is often explained in terms of damage to your relationships with the people around you. Filling in random holes in the ground might get you dirty, but because it does not harm your relationship with the community, it is not as important as blocking an irrigation channel.

This still leaves kegarë as a rather miscellaneous idea, however, and many people want something a bit more unified. One fairly popular general account derives the word “kegarë” from the words for spirit, breath, or life force (“ki” or “kë”) and withering (“kareru”, which would naturally become “gareru” in compounds). I don’t believe that there is any good evidence for the etymology, but the idea that kegarë is a withering of your spirit, of your vital force, seems to be a good one. It certainly explains why the death of those close to you gives you kegarë, or why disease, or bleeding, or even childbirth, cause it. Dirt and similar physical pollution can easily lead to disease, particularly in a pre-modern society, and when a whole community needs to work together to survive, as is particularly the case for wet-field rice agriculture, broken relationships weaken everyone. On this account, kegarë is more like a vulnerability than a crime.

I think that this is likely to be a very important part of the concept, because it brings together what would otherwise be quite disparate things. However, it cannot be the whole story. Jinja should be kept free of kegarë, and people participating in a matsuri should also be free of kegarë; that is why haraë is an important part of every Shinto ritual. There is clearly a sense in which kegarë was seen to be dangerous or contagious, not just a weakness of the person who had it. This was why the so-called “eta”, a word that means “manifold impurity”, were excluded from communities for centuries, and why their descendants still face prejudice in some areas of Japan today. Similarly, it was why people who had recently lost a parent were not allowed to participate in matsuri. This aspect looks a lot like the response to infection, where it is important to keep the infected person away so that the disease does not spread, or to contamination, which can spread by contact. Recent psychological research has suggested that this is closely bound up with the disgust reaction, and that this kind of thinking is common in religion, and in moral thought more generally, so it would not be at all surprising to find elements of it in Shinto.

This is still a bit too simple, however. When we look at the things that the officiants at the highest court matsuri, the Daijōsai for a new Tennō, were required to avoid during their period of purification, one of them was music, which was a central part of the ceremony itself. Similarly, Buddhist language and practice was regarded as a source of kegarë at Jingū, in court ritual, and at some other jinja, at the same time as the Tennō and people at the court were dedicated Buddhists. Indeed, one character in The Tale of Genji,
 a novel written around the turn of the eleventh century, is appointed the Tennō’s representative to Jingū (called the Saiō), and her mother, who had accompanied her, becomes a nun on her return to try to blot out the (Buddhist) sins she had acquired by not being able to follow Buddhist practices while at Isë. (Incidentally, in English-language histories of Shinto you sometimes see the assertion that Shinto was just a part of Buddhism until the nineteenth century. As facts like this show, that is oversimplified to the point of being simply wrong. I will get to the history of Shinto a bit later.)

Thus, although kegarë was usually something that you try to get rid of, it was not always the result of something that you shouldn’t do. Indeed, sometimes it was the result of something that society thought you should do: practising Buddhism, for example. This means that it is impossible to draw any more general conclusions from the fact that something was regarded as kegarë. For example, the fact that menstruation was regarded as causing kegarë is typically taken as a symptom of sexism in early Shinto. However, there is good evidence in the legends that the priests and messengers of the kami were originally female at least as often as they were male, and the highest kami, Amaterasu Ōmikami, is explicitly female. Further, sentencing people to death or to other corporal punishment was also, it seems, a source of kegarë, as it was one of the things that people purifying themselves for the Daijōsai had to avoid, but it seems unlikely that Shinto regarded judges as inherently inferior to other people. Shinto may have been sexist “originally”, and it has certainly been sexist in many periods of its history, but the view that menstruation is a source of kegarë is not really relevant to that question.

A further complication is that places and things can also have kegarë, and being in a place or having a thing with kegarë is a good way to get some yourself. That is how Izanaki acquires kegarë in the legend: he visits Yomi-no-Kuni, the land of the dead, a place with a lot of kegarë. This kind of kegarë is often thought of as something like the echoes of bad things that have happened in a place, or as the simple cast-offs from other people’s lives. It is, for example, standard (although not, I think, particularly common; we did it, but many people do not), to have a home purified before you move in, if you did not buy it new. Similarly, many jinja perform haraë for cars, to remove any kegarë that might cause an accident. I suspect that most priests would perform haraë for just about anything significant if you asked; it is an activity that fits well within the Shinto view of the world. Similarly, the sacred space for a matsuri is always purified with haraë before the matsuri begins, as are the offerings for the kami.

If we take an animist view in which everything in the world has a spirit, then kegarë attached to a location or thing could be viewed as a weakening of the spirit of the object or place. There are definitely elements of this view in Shinto practice and belief, but I do not think it is quite the standard view. Alternatively, this kegarë could be thought of as a sort of spiritual bad luck attached to the place or object. As far as I can tell, contemporary Shinto is even less clear about this kind of kegarë than it is about the kegarë attached to people.

So, how should we think of a person’s kegarë? I think a good way to consider it is as follows. Kegarë is a weakening of a person’s life force, and it may be caused by their actions, whether bad or good in themselves, or by things that happen to them. It is thought of as being contagious in some sense, and it should be removed before performing a matsuri. However, there are also some things that look like specific ritual taboos, which do not really fit that account. That is only to be expected with a religion that has grown organically.

Japanese people do not necessarily understand the Shinto position on this, as was illustrated a little while ago in an incident that drew a lot of unfavourable comment, both in Japan and abroad. Sumo wrestling, in its contemporary form, is as much a Shinto ritual as a sport, and the wrestling ring, or “dohyō” is, strictly speaking, a jinja: kami are called down into it at the beginning of a tournament, and returned whence they came at the end. Thus, it is very important to keep the ring pure. One aspect of this is that women are not allowed into the ring, because of concerns about menstruation.

This incident was nearly a tragedy. A sumo event (not a formal tournament, but still an official part of the sumo calendar) was being held in Maizuru City, in Kyoto Prefecture, in early 2018. The mayor, who was male, stood in the ring to make a short speech of greeting, and while he was doing that, he collapsed. People obviously ran to help, including a couple of female nurses who were in the audience. One of the sumo officials said repeatedly, over the public address system, “Could the women please leave the ring”. They were too busy helping (successfully) to save the mayor’s life, so they ignored him. Afterwards, the ring was purified, and people who noticed that made further negative comments.

Nobody agreed with the sumo official’s action. The sumo association said that it was inappropriate while somebody’s life was at risk, and the Shinto establishment also condemned it as the wrong decision, while emphasising the importance of tradition. Further, from a “theological” perspective, the ring was already impure the moment the mayor collapsed. Illness within the ring brings kegarë, and thus requires haraë. The presence of the women was, from that perspective, irrelevant, which is probably one reason why everyone could agree that the official got it wrong. Even if you believe that women do pollute the ring, it was already polluted so there was no reason to stop them being there. And even if you believe they do not, the illness had polluted it, so haraë was necessary. Everyone in Shinto agrees that if you have kegarë, you should get rid of it. That, fundamentally, is the purpose of haraë.








THE PURPOSE OF HARAË

The purpose of haraë is the removal of kegarë. So far, so simple. But what does it mean in practice?

It does not seem to mean the removal of the thing that caused the kegarë. Most obviously, if kegarë is caused by the death of a relative, haraë does not bring that person back to life. Similarly, haraë does not cure an illness or stop bleeding, and if the kegarë was the result of an action, it does not make it so that the action never happened, or remove the consequences of the action. Perhaps more important than the fact that haraë does not actually do this is the fact that Shinto practitioners do not expect it to: this is not the purpose of haraë.

One straightforward purpose of haraë is to prepare people, places, and things for a matsuri. As mentioned earlier, haraë is the first step of any Shinto matsuri. The standard explanation is that the kami do not like kegarë, but that is a little too simple: there are kami (the haraëdo-no-kami) who remove kegarë, and there are kami who are responsible for causing kegarë. However it is conceptualised, this is perhaps the most common use of haraë in Shinto practice.

Jinja Honchō sometimes explains haraë as “returning people to their true, original state”. The idea of returning to one’s original state, or to the fundamentals, is a very important one in Shinto, and part of the explanation for Shinto’s generally conservative tone. This particular application of the idea is positive and forward-looking, because the original state of a human being is imagined to be one in which the person has a great deal of energy, is at peace with themselves, and is ready to take an active part in the world. This is, fairly clearly, the converse of the idea that kegarë is a weakening of one’s spirit or life-force.

Along the same lines, haraë is often thought of by analogy with literal washing. It removes the stains of something from your spirit. If, for example, you were ill, haraë would remove the spiritual after-effects. The same applies if you did something that caused kegarë. After haraë, you can return to your life as if it never happened. You don’t even have to avoid repeating the same actions, although if you do it again you will get more kegarë, and will need another round of haraë. It is sometimes said that elections are haraë for politicians, so that if a politician is re-elected after a scandal, that scandal is washed away, and is not brought up again.

One practical effect of this belief is that Jinja Shinto is very concerned about the rehabilitation of offenders, and not just scandal-struck politicians. A significant number of priests are involved in such work, and it is a topic that Jinja Honchō gives quite a lot of emphasis. The idea seems to be that someone who has committed a criminal offence and been punished for it has, effectively, gone through haraë, so they should now be able to return to society, as a full member.

Just as kegarë should not be seen as sin, so equally should haraë not be seen as forgiveness. It is concerned with the spiritual effects on the person or thing being purified, and not directly with the relationships with other people. Indeed, because kegarë can result from things that have happened to you, it makes perfect sense to perform haraë on the victim of a crime, to remove the spiritual after-effects, and I am fairly sure that this actually happens. People certainly have haraë performed if they feel that they have had a run of bad luck.

We have seen that kegarë and haraë are difficult to grasp for people coming from the background of the Abrahamic religions. However, kami are even harder.









KAMI





THE KAMI ARE central to Shinto practice: matsuri are held for their benefit, and jinja exist to enshrine them. Given that, one might expect Jinja Shinto to have a clear position on what the kami are, but one would be wrong. Shinto is much more about practice than about theory, so few priests put much effort into trying to work out what the kami are, much less explaining their position to others. Indeed, historically the first theoretical analyses of Shinto were penned by Buddhist monks, and the first theology written by Shinto priests was in reaction to the claims that those monks made, as the Buddhists typically argued that the kami were subordinate to Buddhas and Bodhisattvas. The priests disagreed.

However, most of these historical theories seem to have almost no direct influence today. Contemporary Shinto theology does not generally reach back beyond the eighteenth century scholar Moto’ori Norinaga, who famously defined kami as follows:


“Kami” refers first of all to those kami mentioned in the ancient legends, and to spirits enshrined at jinja, but also to human beings, and animals, plants, or seas, mountains, and similar, that are unusual and outside the normal range of such things. This does not just mean the venerable, virtuous, or beneficial, but also includes things remarkable for being evil or uncanny. All these things are called “kami”.



This is the definition that most contemporary discussions of kami use as a starting point, and it makes it clear that “kami” is a very diverse class of things. Mount Fuji is a kami, because it is a remarkable mountain. The Tennō is a kami, because he is a remarkable person. Usain Bolt is a kami, because he is a remarkable person. Amaterasu Ōmikami is a kami because she is a figure in the ancient legends and the main kami of many jinja. Beautiful waterfalls in the mountains are kami, because they are beautiful and remarkable. Your ancestors are kami, because they are, at least from your perspective, of unusual importance; without them, you would not exist.

Although this definition is very commonly used, it could be argued that it is too broad. Usain Bolt clearly falls under the definition of a kami, because, as a sprinter, he was far outside the normal range of people. He does not need to be remarkably virtuous, or bring great benefits to people, in order to be a kami: he just needs to be remarkable. However, I do not think that anyone practising Shinto actually thinks of Usain Bolt as a kami. Similarly, the logic that makes your ancestors kami for you also makes your descendants kami for you; your children and grandchildren are of unusual importance to you. Shinto has never been described as a religion of descendant worship, however.

So, it might be better to take Norinaga’s definition as a necessary condition. That is, only things that meet that definition can be kami, but there are many things that meet the definition, but are not kami. On this approach, kami are the things that meet Norinaga’s definition and are, or have been, actually venerated in Shinto practice.

It is clear from this that “kami” are not a natural kind, like human beings, thunderstorms, or gold. Any kind of thing can be remarkable, and therefore “kami” is not a type of thing; rather, it is a role in Shinto practice that can be played by things of many different types.

What is that role? I talked about this earlier, but I would like to summarise the important points again. Every jinja has at least one kami. (Because the Japanese language does not normally distinguish singular and plural, it is not always obvious how many different kami are believed to be enshrined at a particular jinja.) In most cases, this kami is believed to dwell in a goshintai, and these objects tend to be fairly small: small enough to be carried by a single person, in most cases. In most jinja, the goshintai is kept in the honden, the main sanctuary. On the other hand, the goshintai of Ōmiwa Jinja is Mount Miwa, which you can see for miles around. Technically, I believe that Mount Fuji is the goshintai of the main Sengen Jinja. In these cases, you can even go and walk on the goshintai, although you are expected to purify yourself first. Other jinja have no goshintai, just a seat for the kami. This seat is often also hidden within the honden, but at a few jinja, the seat is outside, and may be nothing more than a rock. Even then, this is still different from a case in which a large rock is thought to be the goshintai.

It is very important to appreciate that the goshintai is not the kami; it is merely a residence for the kami. The kami can be called to a temporary residence, called a “yorishiro” (“temporary place to be”) or “mitamashiro” (“temporary place for the honourable spirit”), for ceremonies held away from the jinja, or so that it can be carried around the area during a matsuri. Kami can even be transferred from one goshintai to another, which has been done for some of the oldest goshintai so that the thousand year old wooden statues can be displayed in museums. Historically, things that had housed kami were destroyed after the kami moved on, but more recently, at least since the Meiji Revolution of the late nineteenth century, the general position has been that once the kami has left, the item returns to being just an item.

Kami are not only capable of leaving one item and moving to another; they are capable of moving to a second item without leaving the first. This is done when a kami from one jinja is sent to found another jinja somewhere else, and historically the process has been very important.

Furthermore, the kami are believed to enjoy the offerings of food, sake, and kagura (sacred dance) made during matsuri, and to listen to the norito (prayers). Often, they are believed to answer those prayers.

Looking at Shinto practice, then, we can say that kami are treated as if they are invisible spirits that exist at a particular place, and that are consciously aware of what happens there. They also treated as having the power to answer prayers, by healing illnesses and ensuring success in business, for example. It is difficult to say how many adherents of Shinto actually believe this, but they behave as if they do.

Obviously, this is not quite the same as Norinaga’s definition. The Tennō cannot live in a goshintai, and you cannot actually take Mount Fuji to other parts of Japan if you want to build a new jinja to the kami. Nevertheless, the link between the Sengen Jinja and Mount Fuji is real. We can say that, in practice, kami are treated as the spirits of Norinaga’s kami.

Within Norinaga’s kami, there are two categories that are particularly commonly taken to have spirits that serve as kami. These are natural phenomena, and ancestors. Natural phenomena include mountains, rivers, springs, waterfalls, wells, and trees. Animals are not commonly venerated as kami, although they are often venerated as the servants of the kami, and it is not uncommon for kami to take animal form in the myths. Ancestors are exactly what they sound like; many of the kami mentioned in the myths are the notional ancestors of clans that were important at the time, and your ancestors become protecting kami of your family a few months after their death.

There is some debate over whether Shinto is primarily a religion of nature worship, or primarily of ancestor worship, but I feel that the question misses the point. Shinto is both, and, as far as we can tell, it has always been both, but it has never been limited by either category. There are some ancient kami who appear to be the spirits of artefacts, such as houses or boats. Even more unexpected is the kami of Tamakazura Jinja in Nara Prefecture, who is a fictional character in the Tale of Genji
 . Tamakazura is not legendary, but fictional: the Tale of Genji
 is a novel, and was always known to be a novel. The setting is contemporary with the author, but none of the characters existed. While the Catholic Church would never canonise Father Brown (from G. K. Chesterton’s short stories), as saints are, at least officially, not fictional characters, fictionality appears to be no bar to being a kami. Whatever her origins, Tamakazura is a kami now.

Now, Tamakazura is a very unusual case, but it shows why Shinto priests can afford to be very relaxed about conceding that the myths are unlikely to be true. As far as Shinto belief and practice is concerned, it does not matter that much if Amaterasu Ōmikami turns out to have been fictional. She is, in any case, a very important kami now.

It should, by now, be obvious why I do not translate “kami” as “god”. Yes, the word is used for the Greek gods as well as for the god of the Abrahamic religions, but there are a lot of kami for which even the Greek gods are a poor point of reference. It is a translation that, in my opinion, makes it much harder to understand what Shinto is, and what it claims.

In contemporary Shinto, particular kami have moved beyond whatever their origins may have been, to play a very important role in practice across Japan. Shinto today is much more about the veneration of those kami than it is about the veneration of nature or of ancestors, even though those two aspects remain significant, at least in part because of the association of these important kami with aspects of nature, or their position as the mythical ancestors of certain people, most often the Tennō.

One might expect these important kami to be central figures in the Shinto myths, and in a few cases they are. Amaterasu Ōmikami, Susano’o no Mikoto, and Ōkuninushi no Ōkami are all important in the myths and the dedicatees of large numbers of jinja. However, in many cases, they are not. The most striking example is Tenjin-sama, one of the most popular kami in Japan, and a historical figure, Sugawara no Michizanë, from the late ninth century. As the myths were written down in the early eighth century, he obviously does not appear at all. Even when a popular kami is identified with a kami from the myths, as with O-Inari-san, the kami is often one that plays a minor role, and the mythological role of the kami does not seem to have much connection to how it is revered.

In fact, the nature of the kami venerated at a jinja has much less impact on practice at a jinja than you might expect. The fundamental rituals and norito are defined by Jinja Honchō, and are the same for any jinja, regardless of its kami, as discussed earlier. While many jinja have matsuri or particular rites that go beyond Jinja Honchō’s specifications, these are traditions of the individual jinja, rather than of the kami who is venerated. There are a handful of exceptions, such as the use of fox statues at Inari jinja, but on the whole it is hard to tell which kami a jinja is dedicated to by looking.

The main effect that a jinja’s kami has is that its influence on the sort of requests people make there. It is not really accurate to describe kami as the “kami of” something, because all of them are more complex than that, but many of them do have particular associations. Tenjin-sama, for example, is very closely associated with academic success, so a Tenjin jinja is likely to see a lot more people praying for exam success than for recovery from ill-health. However, even in this case the tradition of an individual jinja can be more important than the nature of the venerated kami. For example, Tokyo Daijingū enshrines Amaterasu Ōmikami and Toyoukë Ōmikami, the two main kami of Jingū (both female), Yamatohimë no Mikoto, the mythical princess who founded Jingū, and the three kami who created the world in the Kojiki myth, all of whom are described as sexless. None of these kami are described as married, although they do have children. Nevertheless, Tokyo Daijingū is very popular for prayers to find a romantic partner, and for weddings, because the first Shinto wedding was held there.

Despite this, the different kami are still a significant aspect of Shinto. There are organisations of jinja that venerate the same kami, for example, and it makes sense to look at the history of the “Hachiman tradition” or the “Inari tradition”. The kami makes less difference than you might expect, but it does make some difference. There are traditionally said to be eight million kami in Shinto (“Yaoyorozu no kami”), and even though that is just a poetic phrase for “too many to count”, it is still not possible to introduce all of them, or even a significant proportion, in this book. I have chosen, therefore, to introduce the “big four”: the four kami who have the most jinja dedicated to them, and of which most Japanese people are very likely to have heard. These are, in order of jinja number, Hachiman Ōkami, Amaterasu Ōmikami, Tenjin-sama, and O-Inari-san.








HACHIMAN ŌKAMI

Hachiman Ōkami is one of the most widely venerated kami in Japan. If you look at the dedications of the 80,000 jinja that are affiliated with Jinja Honchō, about 9,000 of them can be identified as Hachiman Jinja from the name alone. There are other jinja, such as Isaniwa Jinja in Ehimë Prefecture, Shikoku, that venerate Hachiman, but which cannot be so easily identified. Even at 9,000, it is far more than any other dedication, and these jinja are found all over Japan. There is even a Hachiman Jinja in Okinawa, which has relatively few jinja because the native religious traditions there are different. My local jinja is a Hachiman Jinja: Shirahata Hachiman Daijin, or Shirahata Yawata Ōkami, depending on how you read the characters.

Hachiman Ōkami is typically three kami. One of these is Hondawakë no Mikoto, Ōjin Tennō. Another is his mother, Okinagatarashihimë no Mikoto, Jingū Kōgō. (Kōgō is one of the terms for the main wife of the Tennō, and the one that is used today.) The third kami varies from one jinja to another. Sometimes it is Ōjin Tennō’s father, Chūai Tennō, sometimes it is an unidentified female kami, called Himë-gami, which just means “Kami Princess”, as Ōjin Tennō’s wife, and sometimes it is an identified female kami, normally one of the three female kami enshrined at Munakata Taisha in Kyūshū, again as Ōjin Tennō’s wife.

Ōjin Tennō and Jingū Kōgō are generally believed to be largely mythical, although they may be grounded in historical figures. In particular, as mentioned before, Jingū Kōgō is often identified with Himiko, a third-century female ruler of Japan who is mentioned in Chinese records. By the time the myths were written down, the authors had access to those records, but it is still quite possible that the story of Jingū Kōgō was based on oral traditions of Himiko’s activities.

The story of these figures, as told in the Kojiki
 and Nihonshoki,
 is broadly as follows. Chūai Tennō and Jingū Kōgō travelled to Kyūshū to deal with some rebellious clans. While they were there, the kami were called down into Jingū Kōgō, who served as a medium, and they told Chūai Tennō that he should travel across the sea to conquer a wealthy land, the Korean peninsula. He retorted that he couldn’t see any land, and refused to follow the kami’s instructions. As a result, he was struck dead. Jingū Kōgō, already pregnant with the future Ōjin Tennō, began preparations to follow the instructions of the kami. This included dressing as a man, and tying a stone to her belt so that Ōjin Tennō would not be born before she had carried out the will of the kami. Guided by the kami who are now enshrined at Sumiyoshi Taisha in Osaka, she crossed the sea, and the kingdoms of the Korean peninsula were so impressed by the divine power she brought with her that they all surrendered without a fight, and offered her tribute. Jingū Kōgō returned to Japan, where she gave birth to the future Ōjin Tennō, thwarted the plots of other members of the imperial family to kill him and take the throne, and established jinja to the Sumiyoshi kami. We know from the Chinese records that Himiko sent an embassy with tribute to China, and it is possible that this story was, over time, expanded into a conquest of the Korean peninsula; the evidence that the conquest did not really happen is overwhelming.

The original Hachiman jinja in Japan is Usa Jingū, in Ōita Prefecture, Kyūshū. This is close to the Asian mainland, and the area was strongly influenced by mainland culture from an early date. A Buddhist temple was constructed at the jinja in the early eighth century, and images of Hachiman Ōkami show a single, male Buddhist monk from very early on. For a thousand years and more, he was referred to as “Hachiman Daibōsatsu”, which means “Hachiman Great Bodhisattva”. In the mid-eighth century, Shōmu Tennō wanted to build a giant bronze Buddha image at his capital at Nara, but the process was not going well. Hachiman Ōkami offered to help, and the kami was carried in a palanquin from Usa to Nara, after which the construction was successful. Hachiman Ōkami was enshrined at Tamukëyama Hachimangū, overlooking the temple, in one of the first recorded examples of a kami sending itself to found a new jinja. A few years later a powerful and influential monk, Dōkyō, wanted to become the next Tennō, despite not being in the Imperial family. An agent was despatched to Usa Jingū to ask for the kami’s advice, which was a resounding “no”; it affirmed that the Tennō had to come from the line of Amaterasu Ōmikami.

Hachiman Ōkami was thus closely connected to the Tennō from an early date, and the identification of the kami with Jingū Kōgō and Ōjin Tennō meant that the kami was also an ancestral kami for the Tennō. In the mid-ninth century, after the capital had moved to Kyoto, a Buddhist monk brought Hachiman Ōkami’s spirit to a mountain to the south of the city, and established Iwashimizu Hachimangū. This became one of the most important jinja in the country for court ceremony, and it remains important today. The current chief priest, Tanaka Tsunëkiyo, is a descendant of the founding monk, and the current president of Jinja Honchō.

Through Iwashimizu Hachmangū, Hachiman Ōkami became closely associated with the Minamoto clan of warriors. They were descendants of a Tennō who had been made into commoners, and in the late twelfth century one of them, Minamoto no Yoritomo, founded the first military government of Japan at Kamakura. He also expanded a Hachiman jinja founded there by one of his ancestors into Tsurugaoka Hachimangū.

This history provides the explanation for why there are so many Hachiman jinja across Japan. Usa Jingū, Iwashimizu Hachimangū, and Tsurugaoka Hachimangū were given many lands, and built Hachiman jinja on those lands. In addition, other members of the Minamoto clan, and their supporters, built Hachiman jinja on their lands. This took Hachiman Ōkami to every corner of Japan.

Hachiman Ōkami is associated with victory, and with warriors, because of his association with the Minamoto. However, it is also said that, over a thousand years ago, Hachiman Ōkami supported a military campaign in southern Kyūshū, but was so saddened by the suffering and loss of life that he swore to adopt a life of nonviolence, and a number of large Hachiman jinja, including Usa, Iwashimizu, and Tsurugaoka, have ceremonies in which animals are released as an expression of respect for all life. She is also associated with fertility, childbirth, and child-raising, because of the legend of Jingū Kōgō. Their sacred animal is the dove, and many Hachiman jinja have images of doves worked into the decoration.








AMATERASU ŌMIKAMI

Amaterasu Ōmikami is the sun, and the ancestor of the Imperial line. She is officially the most important kami in Jinja Shinto, and has over 4,400 jinja across the country, but with an emphasis on eastern Japan. Amaterasu Ōmikami is a major figure in the central myths of the Kojiki
 and Nihonshoki,
 and is said to be the highest of the kami.

These days, both Jingū and Jinja Honchō downplay her role as the sun in favour of her role as the ultimate ancestress of the Tennō. However, her name means “Great Heaven Illuminating Kami”, and in the myths of the first Tennō, Jinmu, he at one point explicitly attributes his defeat in battle to attacking eastwards despite being a descendant of the sun. There is thus no room for dispute as to whether Amaterasu Ōmikami is the sun. On the other hand, her role as the ancestor of the Tennō has been much more important both historically and today, and this has been extended into seeing her as a tutelary kami for the whole of Japan. This is how Jingū and Jinja Honchō portray her now: they say that every home should have a kamidana, and that that kamidana should contain an ofuda from Jingū, enshrining Amaterasu Ōmikami on the kamidana. Indeed, one of Jinja Honchō’s largest ongoing projects is an attempt to get more families to have Jingū Taima, the official name for the Jingū ofuda.

Jingū is actually a complex of 125 jinja, and venerates many kami, but Amaterasu Ōmikami is indisputably the most important; the whole complex exists because she is enshrined there. In the earliest period, only the Tennō was allowed to make offerings to Amaterasu Ōmikami there, and the whole complex was supported by the state. From the twelfth century, however, the state’s ability to support Jingū declined, and travelling priests, called onshi, were sent out to gather support from the people of Japan. They were very successful, and this marked the beginning of Amaterasu Ōmikami’s role as a target of popular devotion. This took the form of acquiring a haraë ofuda from the onshi, and venerating it on a shelf in the home; it is thought that this is the origin of the modern kamidana, so Jinja Honchō’s claim that every kamidana should enshrine Amaterasu Ōmikami does have history behind it.

(Incidentally, I refer to her as “Amaterasu Ōmikami” every time because I know that a number of people in Shinto find it very disrespectful when people refer to her without the honorific; “Ōmikami” means “Great Honourable Kami”, and is used for very few kami. Most are simply referred to as “Ōkami”, like Hachiman.)

Amaterasu Ōmikami is not really associated with any specific areas. Rather, as the protector of the Tennō, Imperial House, and whole of Japan, she can be called on for any problems. One might ask what this means for practitioners of Shinto who are neither Japanese nor live in Japan, and that’s a very good question. There are so few such people that I do not think there is an official position on the question, but, by default, most priests would probably assume that she should still be central.

While there is a lot to say about Amaterasu Ōmikami, most of it is said elsewhere in this book, in the sections on legends and on Jingū. I will just finish this section with the information that her sacred animal is the chicken.

Oh, all right, the cockerel.








TENJIN-SAMA

Tenjin-sama is a historical figure, Sugawara no Michizanë, a scholar and nobleman of the late ninth century. At the time, the Fujiwara clan was consolidating its hold on the main offices of state, and it was becoming all but impossible for members of other clans (such as the Sugawara) to reach high rank. Michizanë was from a family that served in a scholarly department of the government, and even as a child he was remarkable for his scholarship and poetic ability, in both Chinese and Japanese styles. He was favoured by the Tennō, and reached a high rank in the government.

The Fujiwara made several attempts to remove him from the scene. For example, he was named as one of the ambassadors to China, which would have taken him out of Japan for several years, but Michizanë was able to convince the Tennō to indefinitely suspend the embassies, so that he was able to remain in Japan without actually disobeying the order. At the beginning of the tenth century, the Fujiwara accused him of plotting against the Tennō, and this time he was demoted to the second official of Dazaifu, an important government office in Kyūshū. This took him completely out of the politics of the capital, and he died a couple of years later, still angry at his treatment.

Shortly after his death, members of the Fujiwara started dying young, and the palace was struck by lightning, killing several Fujiwara and other nobles. Members of the Imperial family also suffered. Rumours attributed these disasters to the curses of the angry Michizanë, and the court tried to placate him by restoring him to his old rank, then promoting him, and by beginning ceremonies to honour him at two locations, one in Kitano in Kyoto, where a small jinja had already been founded in his honour as the result of a vision, and one at Dazaifu, where he was buried. He was given the title “Tenmandaijizaitenjin”, or “Heavenly Kami existing in Great Heavenly Sufficiency”, taking a kami name that had previously been associated with lightning. Many other jinja were founded to honour him, and because his life took him to various areas in western Japan, jinja enshrining him are more common there.

The badge of Tenjin jinja is a stylised version of the flower of the umë, a fruit tree related to plums and apricots. This is because it is said that, at the beginning of his exile to Dazaifu, Michizanë wrote a poem lamenting a favourite umë tree he had left behind. In response, the tree uprooted itself and flew from Kyoto to Kyūshū to be with Michizanë. There is an umë tree at Dazaifu Tenmangū that is said to be this very tree. Further, his sacred animal is the cow. It is said that, after his death, his body was placed on an ox-cart to be taken to burial, but that when the cart reached the current site of Dazaifu Tenmangū, the ox stopped, and no amount of encouragement could make it go further. Taking this as a sign from Michizanë, they buried him there. The main sanctuary at Dazaifu Tenmangū is said to be built over his grave, which is unusual given the association of death with impurity in Shinto.

In the early days, Tenjin-sama was primarily venerated to ward off his wrath. This is an important tradition in Shinto, and can also be seen in the veneration of active volcanos. In the case of Tenjin-sama, it is a part of the tradition of Onryō cults, or cults of angry spirits, which was very widespread around the time of his death. There are a number of historical figures who lost out in political clashes, and then were enshrined and venerated after their death in an attempt to prevent them from cursing those responsible for their fall, but Tenjin-sama is by far the most important and popular.

This is because his cult evolved over time. Because his name as a kami associated him with the sky and with weather, he soon became revered as an agricultural kami, the target of prayers for rain or good weather. Further, because Michizanë was famous for his scholarship and poetic talent, he came to be revered by people who wanted to do well in those fields. By the Edo period, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, his association with scholarship was the most important, with private schools often including an image of Tenjin-sama. In the modern period, he has become strongly associated with success in examinations, particularly entrance examinations for high schools and universities.

Because all high schools and universities in Japan have entrance examinations, there are a lot of people taking them every year. The exam season is January and February, before the start of the new academic year in April, and at this time of year popular Tenjin jinja are packed with young people praying that they will get into their preferred academic institutions. Yushima Tenjin, in Tokyo, is close to the University of Tokyo, the most prestigious in Japan, and is thus an extremely popular place for such prayers. In the season, there is a constant flow of people in and out of the prayer hall, with several ceremonies being performed in parallel at any given time. At other times of the year, things are less hectic; my wife and I held our wedding ceremony there, in October.

Tenjin-sama’s trajectory from a dangerous kami who needs to be placated lest he curse people to a friendly kami who helps children with their exams is a particularly clear example of a general pattern that is not uncommon in Shinto. The idea is that the matsuri calm the kami down, and make them more positively disposed towards people, and that if the matsuri are continued for long enough, the kami will become a fundamentally helpful force. This could be seen as a long term version of haraë for kami; the kami’s hostility is gradually washed away by the matsuri. Norinaga’s definition of kami is worth recalling here. “Kami” are not all good or helpful; Tenjin-sama is a clear example of a kami who was initially venerated because people were afraid of him, in the hope that he would not harm them. Now, over a thousand years later, he is venerated in the hope of better marks.








O-INARI-SAN

O-Inari-san (the “O” and the “san” are both honorifics) is a very popular kami, commonly associated with prosperity, whether in rich harvests or in business success. Inari jinja are notable for their bright red torii, and for the presence of statues of foxes in place of the normal koma-inu. Indeed, it is not uncommon to see the claim that there are more Inari jinja in Japan than any other kind. If you only count jinja with legal status as a religious corporation, that is not true: Hachiman jinja, Amaterasu jinja, and Tenjin jinja are all more common. However, things are not quite so simple, as we shall see.

The first Inari jinja was Fushimi Inari Taisha, near Kyoto, which was founded by a member of the Hata clan after he fired an arrow at a rice cake he saw in a tree, only for the rice cake to turn into a white bird and fly away. This happened in 711, and while the details of the legend may be embroidered, there is no reason to doubt the foundation date. Inari jinja are unusual in that, even more than Hachiman jinja, the kami revered may be different in different jinja. The most common is Ukanomitama Ōkami, but other jinja enshrine Ukemochi no Kami or Miketsu no Kami. All of these kami are closely associated with food, especially rice, and all of them appear, but only briefly, in the Shinto myths. Given the disagreement over which kami is the Inari kami, it seems reasonable to suspect that originally, none of them were, and that the confusion is the result of an attempt, at a later date, to find a kami from the legends to match up with the Inari kami. In some cases, this may have happened in the nineteenth century, when the Meiji government put a lot of pressure on jinja to standardise their kami on the ones from the Kojiki
 and Nihonshoki.
 Indeed, before the Meiji Revolution, O-Inari-san was closely associated with the Buddhist deity Dakiniten. Possibly as a result of this, O-Inari-san is portrayed as both male and female (although typically only one at a time), and there does not seem to be a strong preference for either gender.

O-Inari-san is also very closely associated with foxes. The sacred animal of Inari jinja is the fox, which is why there are fox statues, and there are many legends of magical foxes, some of which are associated with Inari jinja, or are said to be working as emissaries of the kami. Ukanomitama Ōkami is not thought to be a fox, so the “orthodox” position today is that the kami is not a fox. However, there is, apparently, ample evidence from practice in the Inari tradition that the kami him-, her-, or itself was indeed thought to be a fox at many points in the past, and there are jinja associated with Inari jinja even today that are quite explicitly dedicated to fox kami, so it is, at best, unclear whether the kami itself is a fox. We certainly cannot say that someone portraying the Inari kami as a fox has made a mistake, even if that is not the most common approach today.

To return to the question of the number of jinja, it is true that the number of “major” jinja dedicated to O-Inari-san is not so high (although there are still nearly 3,000). However, there is a huge number of small jinja. Indeed, in the Edo period (1603-1868), a humorous haiku (a senryū) was written as follows:

Edo is full of

Isë shops, Inari shrines,

And, of course, dog shit.

O-Inari-san is, and has been for a very long time, a very popular dedication for small jinja set up in the grounds of a home to watch over the inhabitants. Inari jinja are also often found in the precincts of another jinja, and may also be set up informally around a village, and then survive as the area urbanises. These days, it is not uncommon for companies to have a company jinja, and that jinja is often dedicated to O-Inari-san. One example of this is that there are often Inari jinja on the roofs of shopping centres. If you add all of these jinja, from Fushimi Inari Taisha to a stone with two foxes at the side of a road, together, then there may well be tens of thousands of Inari jinja in Japan. The popularity of jinja varies by region, with Inari jinja being generally more common in eastern Japan. Thus, small areas may not be representative, which means that the only way to get an accurate count would be to actually count all the Inari jinja individually. Nobody has, and I’m not sure that you could; there are probably jinja in gardens where no-one alive is entirely sure which kami are enshrined. The safest thing to say is that there are lots of minor Inari jinja.

Why is O-Inari-san so popular? One reason is that the kami is associated with material prosperity, as noted above. If you want success for your business, O-Inari-san is a very sensible kami to honour, pretty much independent of what your business is. If you want to pray for financial success in private life, O-Inari-san is a good target for your prayers. Another reason is that Fushimi Inari Taisha has, historically, been very willing to provide “wakëmitama”, “separated spirits”, to allow people to establish a new jinja. While the kami is believed to inhabit the normal ofuda that you get from a jinja, those only last a single year. A true wakëmitama has no expiry date, and thus can be used to create a new jinja.

Finally, foxes are cool.

More seriously, there are a lot of legends about foxes in Japan, some of which seem to be independent of the Inari tradition, so the association with foxes may well have been a factor in the tradition’s growth in popularity.

I don’t know whether this is just me, but I feel that O-Inari-san has a very strong image as a kami of the common people. Amaterasu Ōmikami is elevated on high, and ordinary people can’t take just any request to her. Tenjin-sama is scarily clever, so you don’t want to bother him with non-academic matters. Hachiman Ōkami aren’t quite as remote as Amaterasu Ōmikami, but they are hardly down-to-earth. O-Inari-san, on the other hand, is close to ordinary people, and has no problem with requests about money and romance.








TENNŌ

Readers may be a little surprised to find the Tennō in a list of kami. They may have heard that he renounced his divinity at the end of the Second World War. That is true, but the idea that the Tennō is a kami has not completely gone away, and his role in Shinto is too important to ignore.

The idea that the Tennō is a kami can be found in the poems of the Manyōshū, an eighth century poetry collection, and remained a significant part of Shinto, and more general Japanese, thought thereafter. The more difficult question is what that actually means.

The first thing to remember is that “god” is a very bad translation of “kami”, so it does not mean that the Japanese have ever thought that the Tennō was a god, or had particular supernatural powers. In particular, it has never meant that the Tennō is not human, which is why Shōwa Tennō’s (Emperor Hirohito’s) declaration of his own humanity rather missed the point. Indeed, there is a special word that was often used for the Tennō: “arahitogami”, which means, roughly, “presently manifest human kami”. Similarly, while the Tennō, and the rest of the Imperial family, claim mythic descent from Amaterasu Ōmikami, this is not taken to suggest that they are somehow more than human. The hereditary chief priests of Izumo Ōyashiro, in Shimanë Prefecture, also claim descent from Amaterasu Ōmikami, and all the noble families of ancient Japan claimed descent from one kami or another. The priests of Dazaifu Tenmangū in Kyūshū claim descent from the kami of the jinja, and since the kami is the historical figure Sugawara no Michizanë, their claim is almost certainly true, and is well supported by surviving documentation. In Shinto, “human” and “kami” are overlapping categories. All dead people become kami (and Buddhas, and angels, and possibly ghosts, and are reincarnated; popular Japanese belief does not have a terribly coherent picture of the afterlife), although most of these kami are venerated primarily by their descendants, and the Tennō is not the only living person to have been venerated as a kami, although the historical Tennō are the most important examples of the practice.

In addition, the fact that the Tennō was regarded as a kami did not mean that he (or she) was venerated in the same way as other kami. Until the Meiji Restoration in 1868, the only Tennō enshrined in a significant number of jinja was Ōjin Tennō, who was identified as one of the Hachiman kami. His father, Chūai Tennō, and son, Nintoku Tennō, were also enshrined at some of the jinja. Kashihara Jingū, in Nara, which enshrines the first Tennō, Jinmu, was founded in the late nineteenth century, and a number of other jinja were established to enshrine former Tennō in the same period. At no point, to the best of my knowledge, has it been normal to enshrine the current Tennō in any jinja. Even dead Tennō were treated differently; before the war, basic government policy was that each Tennō should be enshrined in no more than one jinja throughout Japan, although a handful of special exceptions were made for Meiji Tennō. Other kami, of course, are typically enshrined in many different locations.

Although the Tennō is not venerated in a jinja, there is one practice that deserves to be noted in this context. That is the practice of “venerating from afar” (yōhai), directed at the Imperial Palace. People participating in this follow the normal etiquette for venerating the kami at a jinja — they bow deeply twice, clap twice, and bow deeply once — but this is directed at a distant location. Jingū at Ise is a relatively common target of this kind of reverence, but it is also applied to other sacred locations, such as Mount Fuji. The fact that people perform yōhai directed at the Imperial Palace might suggests that the Tennō is being venerated like other kami, but a closer look makes things more complex. This yōhai is carried out whether or not the Tennō is present in the palace, and thus seems to be directed more at the idea of the Imperial line than at the current Tennō. Indeed, the Imperial palace houses one of the three sacred treasures said to have been given to the ancestor of the first Tennō by Amaterasu Ōmikami, the sacred jewels, and spiritual copies of the two others, the mirror and the sword. These may well be the formal objects of veneration in the yōhai, and the original mirror and sword are the goshintai at Jingū and Atsuta Jingū, in Nagoya, respectively.

In January 2017, I was invited to attend the Tennō’s official opening of the ordinary session of the Japanese Diet. (One of my students, who is a Diet Member, suddenly invited me shortly before it started.) One of the things that struck me was the extensive similarity between the etiquette for approaching and retiring from the Tennō, and the etiquette for approaching the kami in a jinja. Further, while the Tennō was reading his short speech, from a large roll of paper, all of the Diet Members stood with their heads bowed, just as the people present at a matsuri do while the norito is being read. Jinja ritual is known to have a lot in common with historical court ritual, so it is entirely possible that it would be more accurate to say that the kami are treated like the Tennō, rather than vice versa. This, of course, would make it even harder to draw any conclusions about the Tennō’s “metaphysical” status from the etiquette surrounding him.

So, if the belief that the Tennō was a kami did not mean a belief that he was superhuman, or that he was worshipped, what did it mean? This is not my specialised area, so I want to be a bit cautious, but in broad terms it does not seem very different from the ideas of sacral kingship that one finds in Europe. That is, the Tennō is a human being, but his dignity and authority is somehow higher than that of any other human being, and he is both the source of all political and legal authority, and above both politics and law. In the pre-war Japanese constitution, the legal position of the Tennō was very similar to the legal position of the British monarch, although custom allowed him to exercise that power rather more often. Japanese soldiers fighting in the name of the Tennō were not, perhaps, very different from British soldiers fighting for King and Country.

This suggests that the whole idea that the Japanese thought of the Emperor as a god may be a misunderstanding based on the cultural differences between Europe and Japan. Europe has been monotheistic for almost two thousand years, so no European monarch could claim to be a god, even if they claimed to be the state. On the other hand, Japan has always been profusely polytheistic, and so it was natural to describe the Tennō as a kami. The reality, however, does not seem to have been that different from the situation in Europe.

Of course, things are different today. The Japanese Constitution specifies that the Tennō is a symbol of the Japanese nation and people, and that he has no political power. Not even the Shinto establishment talks about the Tennō as a kami very much, at least not in its publications or when its members are talking to me. The Tennō is nevertheless an extremely important figure in contemporary Shinto, and similarly Shinto plays a very important role in Japanese society, regardless of the details of its beliefs about haraë or kami. In the next section, I will look at the place of Shinto in contemporary Japanese society.









CHAPTER SIX


Shinto in Society









SHINTO IS AN important part of Japanese society and culture, and has been since prehistory. A large part of this is the presence of jinja throughout Japan, and the presence of matsuri in the lives of Japanese people. However, Shinto also has an organisational structure, and the bodies that make up this organisation take particular political positions. To understand the place of Shinto in Japanese society, it is important to have some understanding of how it has changed over time, and of the contemporary positions of the Shinto establishment. It is also important to find out what Japanese people think about it. These are the issues that I will cover in this chapter.









A HISTORY OF SHINTO





IT IS NOT really possible to talk about Shinto’s contemporary role in Japanese society without a basic understanding of its history, so in this section I aim to offer that background. Shinto is the native religious tradition of Japan. It arose in Japan and developed here, even though it was shaped by outside influences from the very beginning. In this chapter, I want to show the overall pattern of the development of Shinto, and so I emphasise some points while almost completely neglecting others. I have chosen to emphasise the factors that I think are most important when looking at contemporary Shinto, which means that some traditions of great historical importance, such as Shugendō or Confucian Shinto, are given very little attention. Such a short history cannot be the whole truth, but I think that the picture it paints of Shinto will be useful for understanding both contemporary Shinto, and other historical details you might come across.








ORIGINS

Dates that have been seriously proposed for the origin of Shinto range from 12,000 BP to 1868. I do not agree with either of those extremes, but neither is an obviously ridiculous idea. Shinto, as the native religious tradition of Japan, has changed constantly over time, and at every point there have been continuities and discontinuities with what came before. The inhabitants of the Japanese archipelago in 12,000 BP did have religious practices, and what archaeology can tell us suggests that those practices may have had elements of animism, shamanism, and ancestor worship, just like Shinto. Thus, you can argue that there is a continuous tradition going back that far. At the other extreme, there was a major discontinuity in Shinto practice in 1868, at the Meiji Revolution, and it is not obviously unreasonable to take that as the origin of contemporary Shinto. (One could, in fact, make an argument for 1945 as the date of origin, but I do not think anyone has seriously done so.)

The source of the problem is the fact that Shinto has no founder and no foundational text. Christianity starts with Christ, Islam with Muhammad, and Buddhism with Gautama Buddha. There may be uncertainties in their dates of as much as a century either way, but not a 12,000 year range. In the case of Shinto, the oldest surviving texts, the Kojiki
 and Nihonshoki,
 are from the early eighth century, but they report on a religion that already existed, as we know from archaeology. There is no reason at all to date Shinto from the production of those texts. Thus, before you can even start looking for the origin of Shinto, you have to define what you are looking for.

One possibility is a “religion”: a unified body with a clear doctrine, and a central organisation. The problem is that, by that definition, Shinto does not exist now
 , and there is no single religion that can be called “Christianity”. This is not, in my opinion, a useful way of approaching the question.

My position is that we should ask whether it is more helpful than not to describe certain practices as “Shinto”, and draw the line around the practices that is helpful to consider together. If something is described as “Shinto”, you would expect to see practices that resemble those at jinja today, and, in most cases, for there to be a historical connection between them. On this basis, I say that Shinto emerged about 1600 years ago, when Japanese archaeology is marked by the presence of barrow tombs, some very large.

Most of the reasons for this are archaeological. Excavations at ancient jinja such as Ōmiwa Jinja in Nara Prefecture, Jingū in Mië Prefecture, Munakata Taisha in Fukuoka Prefecture (now a UNESCO World Heritage Site) and Kashima Jingū in Tochigi Prefecture have found evidence of ritual activity going back to this period, but nothing earlier. Furthermore, the evidence discovered is often similar to the tools used in contemporary Shinto rituals, including the distinctive eight-legged tables — “an” —, mirrors, and curved jewels. In addition, the places mentioned as important in Shinto myths often show archaeological signs of being important in this period. Similarly, the description of a Shinto ritual found in the Heavenly Cave myth, as written down about 1300 years ago, has many elements that match up with this period of Japanese history, but are inappropriate for earlier periods, at least as far as the archaeological evidence goes.

Thus, the evidence suggests that people have been performing rituals much like contemporary Shinto rituals, at some of the same ritual sites, for about 1600 years. This is about as much commonality as we can hope for, so I think it is useful to use the term back to this point.

Conventionally, it is assumed that Shinto arose in the Nara region, ancient Yamato, and spread due to the influence of the Yamato court, but I do not think that the evidence is really strong enough to say that. The Yamato area does seem to have been quite an early adopter of Shinto, and it certainly did play a part in defining and spreading the rites, but I do not think we can say anything conclusive about where it started; Kashima Jingū is near Tokyo, hundreds of kilometres to the northeast, while Munakata Taisha is a similar distance to the southwest. The myths could also support an origin in southern Kyushu, or on Awaji Shima Island, in the centre of the archipelago. What we can say is that there is no reason to think that Shinto was anything other than an organic development of earlier practices: there is no archaeological or mythical evidence of any sort of founder.








ANCIENT SHINTO

With the appearance of written Japanese records in the eighth century, it becomes possible to say something about Shinto beliefs and the meaning attached to practices.

There seem to have been two main threads to Shinto practice. The first was the veneration of kami representing locations, such as lakes, mountains, or the sea, and natural phenomena, such as weather. Prayers for rain, or for the rain to stop, are recorded as being ordered by the Tennō from very early times, and jinja were founded, or offerings made at them, in response to earthquakes, floods, and volcanic eruptions. Kami were also associated with epidemic disease, and rituals to ward them off, or prevent them, were also very common.

The second thread was the veneration of the ancestral kami of a particular clan. These rituals of veneration had to be undertaken by the leader of the clan, who was the hereditary priest, and all members of the clan had to attend. In the eighth century, civil servants could expect to be given time off work to travel to participate in these rituals.

The two threads are not strictly distinct. For example, the foundation myth for Ōmiwa Jinja reports that there was a plague, and the Tennō prayed for a vision that would allow him to stop it. The kami of Ōmiwa Jinja, Ōmononushi, appeared in the Tennō’s dream and claimed responsibility, saying that if the Tennō found the kami’s descendant, Ōtataneko, and had him perform rituals at the sacred site at Mt Miwa, the plague would stop. Thus, this legend combines the veneration of ancestral kami with the veneration of kami to prevent disasters. On the other hand, there are clear differences. Ancestral kami seem to have been viewed as more benevolent, while the kami of the environment were more dangerous. (This reflects contemporary Japan as well, where the people are no threat — very low crime — but the scenery is out for blood — earthquakes, typhoons, volcanoes, floods, and landslides.) Further, the rule that ancestral kami should only be venerated by their descendants seems to have been quite strict in the early years, while kami of natural phenomena were more open to veneration by anyone who wanted to avoid disaster.

Both of these types of veneration appear to have been carried out by groups, such as clans, communities, or the Imperial court, but there is also evidence for personal veneration of the kami, particularly when travelling, and for the performance of rituals for household kami. This evidence is found mainly in the Man’yōshū
 collection of poems, which was compiled in the eighth century but includes many poems that are believed to be earlier. This is where we would expect to find this sort of evidence, as purely personal rituals would not normally be mentioned in the official records that are our other main sources for the period.

The rituals performed for the kami seem to have been similar no matter what the nature of the kami. At this stage of history, most jinja had no permanent buildings, and the kami were not believed to be present all the time. Instead, there were fixed sites for ritual, and the kami were called to those sites for the duration of the matsuri, and then sent away again at the end. They might live somewhere in the area, or be called from the heavens or across the ocean, depending on the kami, but the idea that the kami visited for the duration of the matsuri and then returned whence they came seems to have been quite a general one. The kami were often called into rocks, called iwakura or iwasaka, or trees, called himorogi, and it seems that these were decorated with strips of white cloth, with curved jewels, and with mirrors. There is also substantial evidence that the kami were believed to possess people, usually women, and speak through them. It seems to have been common for the people leading the ritual to wear a sash over one shoulder and across the body, and to wind twigs of various sorts into their hair or around their wrists. Lengths of fabric were tied to evergreen branches, such as the sakaki, and offerings were made on simple pottery vessels. Many of these elements can still be found in contemporary ritual, although that is a combination of survival and revival.








THE JINGIKAN

In the seventh and early eighth centuries, the Yamato polity in central Japan (near contemporary Nara) reorganised itself into a centralised state on the Chinese model, complete with a capital city, bureaucracy, and law codes. Most of this was simply copied from China, but there was one big exception: the Jingikan, or Department of Kami.

The Japanese laws split the governmental bureaucracy into two large sections. The Jingikan, which was formally of higher status, was responsible for performing matsuri for the kami. The other, the Dajōkan, was responsible for ruling the country, gathering taxes, running the army, and so on. The Chinese law codes include nothing like the Jingikan, suggesting that performing rituals to honour the kami was a central function of a Japanese leader in this period, and that they felt the need to properly incorporate those practices into the new legal structure.

Because the Jingikan was a government bureaucracy, it kept records of all its activities, and many of them survive. A detailed account of Jingū and its ceremonies survives from the early ninth century, and a full set of the detailed rules for the whole government, including the Jingikan, survives from the early tenth century — the Engishiki
 . (“Engi” is the name of the era in which it was compiled, and “shiki” is the word for detailed regulations.) This means that we know a lot about the Shinto rituals performed by the Imperial court, and almost nothing about the rituals performed outside it. These records make it clear that performing matsuri was a central part of the role of the Tennō; what they cannot tell us is how important the Tennō was to the rest of Shinto.

The regulations for one of the matsuri do shed some light on the situation of Shinto in general. This is the Kinensai, or Toshigoi no Matsuri, which was performed in early spring to pray for a good harvest. The Tennō did not personally participate in the Kinensai. Instead, officials from the Jingikan, originally the Inbë family, presided, and handed out offerings to representatives of jinja from across the country, which they were to take back and offer on behalf of the Tennō. This is significant for our understanding of early Shinto for several reasons.

First, the Engishiki
 lists the three thousand or so jinja that received offerings, along with their general location in Japan. Most of these are still active jinja today, and are known as “Shikinaisha”, which means “Jinja in the (Engi) Shiki”. The nature and distribution of these jinja allows us to say something about what was important in court ritual.

Second, the Tennō did not personally venerate the kami at these jinja, or even send his own representatives. Rather, he gave offerings to priests from the jinja, and they offered them to the kami. This has been interpreted to suggest that the Tennō was not allowed to personally venerate these kami, because he was not a member of the appropriate clan. In addition, the Engishiki
 has no regulations for how the offerings should be made when they are returned to the jinja, leading most scholars to think that the rituals were probably different for each jinja. In contrast, the Tennō did send his own representative to his ancestral kami at Jingū, and the Engishiki
 includes detailed rules for her participation (the representative was always female) in the rituals there.

Finally, the form of the Kinensai recorded in the Engishiki
 is thought to have been obsolete by the time it was written down. First, the norito specified for this matsuri refers to a number of kami, including a lot of geographical kami for the region around Mt Miwa in central Nara, the area where the Yamato court is thought to have originated. By the time the Engishiki
 was compiled, the court had been based in Kyoto, fifty kilometres to the north, for over a century. Further, it seems that priests from regional jinja had stopped actually attending the matsuri as early as the eighth century. It is true that many of the jinja were, and are, a long way from Kyoto, but this also suggests that the Tennō’s matsuri were not that important to them. People did make those journeys, and if the priests had really cared, they would have been able to.

However, because the records of the Jingikan survive and almost nothing else does, they have been central to the reconstruction of early Shinto. As mentioned earlier, the norito offered at jinja today are modelled on those from the Engishiki,
 often reusing individual phrases in a new context, and the centrality of the Tennō to these rituals is used to argue for the centrality of the Tennō to Shinto as a whole. Indeed, some scholars date the origin of Shinto to the establishment of these rituals, on the grounds that it is not Shinto until the Tennō is central, and many scholars who do not want to use the word “Shinto” for practices in this era use the phrase “Jingi Rites”, or something similar, instead.

What we can say with certainty is that the Jingikan represents an extremely important tradition within Shinto, one that had an influence on much of the religion’s later development, and one that is still very important today.








BUDDHISM AND SHINTO

The other important influence on Shinto from the very early period is Buddhism. I would be inclined to say that it is difficult to overstate the influence of Buddhism on Shinto, were it not for the fact that so many scholars have managed to do so. Nevertheless, Buddhist influence was massive and pervasive, and it is impossible to understand Shinto without looking at its interactions with Buddhism.

Buddhism is said to have been transmitted to Japan from the Korean peninsula in the sixth century. The Nihonshoki
 records the early days, when the Buddhas of Mahayana Buddhism were seen as kami from a foreign country. There was conflict between the Mononobë clan, who wanted to stick to Japan’s traditional kami, and the Soga clan, who wanted to start venerating the Buddhas. This led to a civil war, which the Mononobë lost, and Buddhism was established in Japan, at least among the elite. (The Soga lost another political struggle in the mid-seventh century, and were replaced by the Nakatomi, a clan closely associated with the kami. The victorious line of the Nakatomi took the name “Fujiwara”, and effectively ruled Japan for centuries.)

Buddhists arrived in Japan (literally; many early temples were led by monks who had immigrated from the Asian mainland) to find Shinto already well established and a part of the religious practice of the population at all levels. They could not just ignore it, and they did not try to suppress it. Instead, they tried to fit it into their worldview.

The earliest interpretation was that the kami were living things like any other, and sought release from the cycle of reincarnation. Thus, people had Buddhist temples built near jinja, where monks would read sutras for the kami in order to help them achieve enlightenment, cast off their status as kami, and enter nirvana. Some records suggest that this practice began in the seventh century, but the earliest clear examples come from the early eighth century.

A second approach developed in the eighth century. This approach saw the kami as protectors of Buddhism, and drew on earlier traditions found in China. For example, the central temple of Tendai Esoteric Buddhism, Enryakuji, was founded on Mt Hiei, north of Kyoto, in the late eighth century. This mountain was already sacred to the kami of Hië Jinja (now known as Hiyoshi Taisha), who are mentioned in early eighth century texts, and these kami were adopted by the monks as protectors of the temple. It is also said that Saichō, the founder of the temple, brought Ōmononushi no kami from Mt Miwa as a further protector. Something similar happened a few decades earlier, when Hachiman Ōkami came from Usa, in Kyūshū, to help construct and then protect the Great Buddha of Tōdaiji in Nara.

The third approach, which was developed particularly by Tendai and Shingon Esoteric Buddhism, was to see the kami as manifestations of buddhas and bodhisattvas. The idea was that the buddhas had seen the necessity of taking on forms that would be easily understood by the Japanese, and had chosen to manifest as kami. This led to the title of “gongen” for kami, as “gongen” means something like “provisional manifestation”. Some kami, including Hachiman Ōkami, were also referred to directly as bodhisattvas; as mentioned earlier, for most of the history of the Hachiman tradition, the kami was known as Hachiman Daibosatsu, or “The Great Bodhisattva Hachiman”. In most cases, however, the Buddhist titles seem to have been reserved for the buddha or bodhisattva who was believed to be the “original ground” of which the kami was a “projected trace”. This theory is known as “honjisuijaku”, and it seems to have become the dominant approach by the end of the tenth century. It remained immensely influential until 1868.

Traditions of venerating the kami in a Buddhist context developed, particularly within Tendai and Shingon, and they became their own traditions of Shinto: San’nō Shinto was associated with Tendai, and Ryōbu Shinto with Shingon. The traditions of Shugendō were also closely associated with these versions of Buddhism and Shinto, but they were a unique mixture in which it really is not easy to separate Shinto and Buddhism.

Over the following centuries, a significant number of jinja came under the control of Buddhist temples, which sent monks to venerate the kami according to Buddhist rites. Some of these jinja still had priests, but they were clearly subordinate to the monks. Buddhist scholar-monks wrote treatises explaining how the kami, and their veneration, were really just a part of Buddhism, and providing Buddhist interpretations of Shinto norito and myths. A number of scholars have taken these treatises at face value, and argued that Shinto was just a part of Buddhism in this period. However, there are records of Imperial ceremonies that make it clear that Buddhist elements were strictly excluded; the people serving at Jingū were not even allowed to say the words “Buddha” or “monk”. Further, there are questions about how far Buddhism had reached the general population, as opposed to the noble elite, in this period. Some scholars put the broad popular spread of Buddhism as late as the thirteenth century. There are good reasons to believe that Shinto was still widely practised by ordinary people at this point, which again argues against a simplistic identification of the two.

Given that Shinto did exist as a separate tradition, it also needed to respond to Buddhism. In the early days, this seems to have largely been a matter of accepting certain kinds of practical influence. For example, it is generally agreed that the practice of building permanent jinja spread because of the example of Buddhist temples. There are thought to have been some particular earlier examples, such as Izumo Ōyashiro, which is mentioned as having a permanent building in the earliest myths, and maybe Jingū, where the architectural style seems to be older than the introduction of Buddhism, but buildings for the kami only became common under Buddhist influence. Similarly, the use of carved images of the kami as the goshintai was clearly inspired by the Buddhist practice of venerating images. Of course, the images of kami were hidden from view, unlike most Buddha images, so the practice was not simply copied.

There is evidence, from the Man’yōshū
 , that Shinto had a tradition of actively choosing not to speak about and explain its traditions and practices, in stark contrast to Buddhism. This tradition held out for several centuries, but eventually Shinto priests did start to explain their position, and it started at Isë.








ISË SHINTO

Isë Shinto was developed in the thirteenth century, at around the same time as a variety of new forms of Buddhism. These changes in Buddhism are thought to have led to greatly increased preaching to ordinary people, and this popularisation of Buddhist doctrine may have led Shinto priests to feel the need to formulate and explain their own position.

In Isë Shinto, the kami were not buddhas, and Shinto practice was portrayed as independent of Buddhism. However, the influence of Buddhist, particularly esoteric Buddhist, theology is clear throughout its teachings, which is why, although the five central texts of Isë Shinto claim to date from the seventh century or earlier, all scholars agree that they were produced in the twelfth or thirteenth centuries. Indeed, the teachings incorporate many elements of Daoism, Confucianism, and Onmyōdō in addition to Buddhism, making this an extremely hybrid form of Shinto.

The development of Isë Shinto was closely linked to the spread of popular devotion to Jingū, as the onshi, the priests who took word of Jingū to people across the country and distributed purification ofuda, as well as serving as guides for people on pilgrimage to Jingū, arose at the same time, and seem to have largely followed the teachings of Isë Shinto.

Jingū is extremely important to contemporary Shinto, and thus you might expect Isë Shinto to be similarly important in its history. However, it is not, for two reasons. The first is that, as mentioned, Isë Shinto includes many elements from other religions, and contemporary Shinto places importance on purging such things. The second is that Isë Shinto came from the wrong bit of Jingū.

As we will see in detail later, Jingū has two main jinja, the Naikū, which enshrines Amaterasu Ōmikami, and the Gekū, which enshrines Toyoukëhimë Ōmikami. Present day scholars generally agree that Toyoukëhimë Ōmikami was originally a (female) kami of food, who was brought to Isë to serve Amaterasu Ōmikami, and that the Naikū is the more important.

Isë Shinto was developed by the priests of the Gekū, the Watarai family. They were not happy with a subordinate position, and Isë Shinto taught that Toyoukëhimë Ōmikami was, in fact, the same as Kunitokotachi no kami, the primordial kami who had created the world. Thus, although Amaterasu Ōmikami had been appointed as ruler of Takamanohara, the High Plain of Heaven, and her descendants as rulers of Japan, it was Toyoukëhimë who had made that appointment. This position was not acceptable when contemporary Shinto was being formulated, and thus Isë Shinto was left out in the cold.








YOSHIDA SHINTO

Although Isë Shinto was very important in theological terms, it never established any sort of administrative structure for other jinja. That had to wait for Yoshida Shinto.

In the late fifteenth century, Kyoto was almost destroyed in the Ōnin War, a civil war between rival lords. The Jingikan was completely devastated, and the imperial court was rendered so poor and weak that it could not possibly support it. Into this void stepped Yoshida Kanëtomo, a member of an important family of hereditary officials in the Jingikan that was known for its scholarship on the Nihonshoki.


Kanëtomo publicised his version of Shinto, which he called “The Only Shinto” or “The Shinto of True Origin”. He claimed that these were the true teachings of Shinto, passed down from Amaterasu Ōmikami, through Amënokoyanë no Mikoto, but it is generally accepted that the foundational texts of Yoshida Shinto were all written by Kanëtomo himself.

Yoshida Shinto rejected the existing forms of Shinto, and instead asserted a different tradition. In this teaching, Shinto was the root of ethics and religion, Confucianism was the trunk and branches, and Buddhism was the leaves and fruit. Buddhas and bodhisattvas were manifestations of the Shinto kami. The central kami was Kunitokotachi no Mikoto, known as Daigen Sonshin, the Honourable Great Origin Kami. Kanëtomo established a place of veneration dedicated to this kami at Yoshida Jinja in Kyoto, called Daigengū, and announced that the provisional Jingikan was hosted there, with Kanëtomo as its head. He also enshrined the kami of Isë, the central kami of the Jingikan, and all the three thousand and more kami mentioned in the Engishiki
 in the precincts of the jinja, claiming it as the central site for all Shinto ritual. He even claimed that the sacred mirror of Amaterasu Ōmikami had flown to Yoshida Jinja, and was now enshrined there, rather than at Isë. Needless to say, the priests at Isë argued strongly against this assertion.

The rituals of Yoshida Shinto had a lot of elements taken from esoteric Buddhism and Onmyōdō magical practices, and eight-sided ritual altars were of central importance. The Daigengū itself was (and is; it survives) octagonal. There were many secret rituals, and the distinction between the secret teachings, known by the priests, and the public teachings, for ordinary people, was very important.

Possibly the most remarkable thing about Yoshida Shinto is that Kanëtomo convinced a lot of people, including the Tennō, to accept his claims, and he was able to pass his position as the head of the provisional Jingikan on to his son. In the early Edo period, at the beginning of the seventeenth century, the Tokugawa Shoguns recognised the Yoshida family as having ultimate authority over most jinja, and required priests to get licenses from them in order to practise. The Yoshida family not only issued the licenses, they also handed out court rank and appointments as governors of provinces of Japan; these were empty titles, with no connection to the actual government of Japan in this period.

In the Edo period, the two centuries of peace under the Tokugawa Shoguns from the mid-seventeenth to the mid-nineteenth century, all of these traditions existed together. Yoshida Shinto controlled “ordinary” jinja on behalf of the shogun, while particularly important jinja had direct links to the Imperial court, and other jinja were part of complexes with Buddhist temples. Popular devotion to Jingū was very important, and Isë Shinto was reinvigorated in the early part of the period. The prolonged peace allowed the arts and scholarship to flourish, and Shinto was a part of this. The Edo period saw many new interpretations of Shinto, the most important of which for the future was Kokugaku.








KOKUGAKU

Kokugaku, or “National Learning”, was, in origin, a tradition of literary and historical scholarship. It had an early association with Shinto, in that two of the most important figures, Kada no Azumamaro and Kamo no Mabuchi, were both associated with jinja, but the real influence starts with Moto’ori Norinaga, a scholar of the late eighteenth century.

Norinaga was a literary scholar in the Kokugaku tradition, and his work on the Tale of Genji
 is still influential.
 However, in 1763 he met Kamo no Mabuchi, who accepted him as a student, and told him that someone needed to work on the Kojiki.
 Norinaga only met Mabuchi once, but he took on the project he had been given, and over the course of nearly forty years he produced a massive commentary on the Kojiki,
 the Kojikiden.
 This was an outstanding work of scholarship, and many of its findings are still accepted today.

The problem with the Kojiki
 was that it was written in Japanese before there was an agreed way to write Japanese using Chinese characters, and before the syllabic kana script had been invented. The Nihonshoki,
 by contrast, was written following Chinese conventions, and had continued to be read over the intervening thousand years, so, for the most part, people at least agreed on how to read the text. The Kojiki,
 however, was written using idiosyncratic conventions, and had been neglected for a millennium, so the first problem that Norinaga had to solve was determining what it said, in the most basic sense.

Norinaga came to hold that the Kojiki
 reported a purely Japanese form of Shinto, the original form of Shinto, and that it was, therefore, a superior source for true Shinto than the Nihonshoki,
 which was influenced by Chinese ideas. Confucian scholars had already promoted forms of Shinto from which the Buddhist elements had been removed, but Norinaga and his followers began to push to remove Confucian influences from Shinto as well, and return it to its “pure”, “original” form. They referred to this as “Restored Shinto”. In this version of Shinto, reconstructed as it was from the records left by the Imperial court, Amaterasu Ōmikami and the Tennō were of central importance, and Japan was the land of the kami, in some way superior to all other nations.

It would be fair to describe this as a Reformation in Shinto, in that the Kokugaku scholars wanted to pretend that the last thousand years of Shinto development had never happened. Just as with the Christian Reformation in Europe, its long-term influence depended on political developments. In the case of Shinto, that was the Meiji Revolution.








THE MEIJI REVOLUTION

In the early to mid nineteenth century, the Europeans and Americans were busy carving up Asia and Africa into empires. Japan wanted nothing to do with this, maintaining a policy of staying out of international politics, and even out of international trade. However, the Tokugawa Shogunate was starting to weaken from internal problems, and then the Americans turned up in warships, demanding concessions. A group of samurai lords, influenced by Kokugaku teachings, adopted the ideology of “Son’nō Jōi” (Honour the Tennō, Expel the Foreign Barbarians), and rallied behind this to overthrow the shogunate and restore the Tennō, in the person of Meiji Tennō, to personal rule — properly advised by the samurai lords who had led the rebellion, of course.

The ideology of the Meiji Revolution is extremely complex, with strong influences from Confucianism and Kokugaku creating an ideology of Japanese exceptionalism and loyalty to the Tennō, which was combined with a drive to copy Western nations in everything from hairstyles to imperialism. It transformed almost every aspect of Japan.

The strong influence of Kokugaku scholars meant that its influence on Shinto was epoch making. The shogunate was abolished in 1867, and in early 1868 the government issued a proclamation declaring that all Buddhist elements should be removed from jinja. A month later the government had to issue another proclamation saying that people should not be smashing and burning Buddhist images, and that the separation should be carried out more calmly.

Over the next few years, the government confiscated all the land owned by jinja (and Buddhist temples), required all priests to become government employees, and then forbade them to do anything that looked “religious”. Although earlier changes in Shinto had introduced new elements while leaving earlier practices in place, the Meiji government actively suppressed other versions of Shinto, crushing Yoshida Shinto so thoroughly that it is no longer certain how its rituals were performed.

This was because Shinto had become an important part of the government’s attempts to forge a unified national identity around the Tennō. The rituals at jinja were, over time, defined as “national rituals”, rather than religious activities, and they were revised to remove religious elements as far as possible. Shinto priests who wanted to continue to conduct religious activities were required to leave their jinja and form separate religious organisations, as some of them did. This process was so successful that the Roman Catholic Church ruled that there was no problem with Catholic laity and priests attending rituals at jinja, a ruling that seems to still be in force.

The state also defined acceptable Shinto rituals by law, and abolished rituals that it did not like. The current standard form for paying one’s respects at a jinja was set in this period, and the standard for offerings was changed from cooked food, ready to eat, to uncooked rice, sake, water, and salt. Kanda Jinja, in Tokyo, was required to remove one of its kami from the jinja, because he was a rebel against the Tennō in the tenth century, and thus not an acceptable kami to the new government.

Another important feature of the Meiji period was the foundation of many new jinja celebrating people who had loyally served the Tennō, at any period of history. The most famous example is Yasukuni Jinja, which has its own chapter, but others included Minatogawa Jinja, enshrining a medieval general, and Nogi Jinja, enshrining a retired general and his wife, who both committed suicide on the day of the funeral of Meiji Tennō in 1912.

In terms of Shinto history and practice, everything between the Engishiki
 in the early tenth century and Norinaga in the late eighteenth, about a thousand years’ worth, was essentially erased, to the point that there is very little in contemporary Shinto practice that can be clearly traced to that time. Of course, the influence of such a long period of time cannot actually be removed so easily, but the obvious continuities are localised, and the broad ones are subtle. This is why “1868” is not an obviously stupid answer when looking for the date of the origin of Shinto.

Jinja were, then, made into an integral part of the Japanese state as it modernised, industrialised, built an empire by conquering its neighbours, allied with Nazi Germany, and then declared war on the United States of America.








POST-WAR

After Japan surrendered, the allies quickly issued a ruling separating all jinja from the state, and forbidding any state support of jinja. All jinja had to register as independent religious corporations, or dissolve.

Many people in the Shinto world felt that there was a real risk that Shinto would disappear, and there was certainly an urgent need to find a new organisational structure. There were, essentially, three influential voices at that time. Yanagita Kunio, a famous anthropologist, wanted Shinto to return to being a Japanese folk religion, with an emphasis on ancestor worship and local rituals. Orikuchi Shinobu, another anthropologist, wanted Shinto to develop into a global religion, with a universal theology. The last, Ashizu Uzuhiko, wanted Shinto to remain a system of state rituals.

Ashizu won the debate. “Jinja Honchō” means “the Central Agency for Jinja”, and there is also an agency for each prefecture. The character used for “agency” is normally used for government agencies, and partly as a result quite a lot of people in Japan today think that Jinja Honchō is part of the civil service.

This history has left Shinto in its current difficult position. It is not a system of state rituals, because the state does not want to know. On the other hand, many people in Shinto still believe that it should be, and that it is not a religion, in some sense. Contemporary Shinto, in short, does not know what it is, or what it wants to be. It is tempting to say that Shinto has yet to recover from the trauma of its persecution by the Japanese government between 1868 and 1945, but almost no-one in the Shinto world would accept that characterisation.

That raises the question of what the people in the Shinto establishment would say, and that is the topic I will consider in the next section.









THE SHINTO ESTABLISHMENT





THE SHINTO ESTABLISHMENT can be said to consist of five groups: Jinja Honchō, Shintō Seiji Renmei, Jinjashinpōsha, Jingū, and Yasukuni Jinja. These groups have very close relationships with each other, although they are all technically independent of one another, and exist as separate legal corporations. Collectively, they have a great deal of influence on daily activities in jinja across Japan, and at least the first three behave as if they can speak for “Shinto” in general. The extent to which they can is one of the issues I want to look at in this chapter. Before I do that, however, I will talk about what the organisations are, and what they do. Jingū and Yasukuni Jinja are both important jinja and have their own sections later in the book, so I will not say much about them. This section concentrates on Jinja Honchō, Shintō Seiji Renmei, and Jinjashinpōsha.

At this point, I need to declare a conflict of interest. I am currently employed as a consultant by Jinja Honchō, I have written several articles for Jinjashinpōsha (once at their direct request), and I have done work for Shintō Seiji Renmei in the past. It is impossible for me to say how
 that connection influences me, but it is certain that it does
 . It is not just the financial aspect; I know many people at these organisations, so they are not faceless for me. My opinions of the individuals naturally have an influence on my opinions of the organisations they work for. You should bear this in mind while reading the chapter, and indeed the whole book.








JINJA HONCHŌ

Jinja Honchō is probably the most significant of the organisations making up the Shinto establishment from a day-to-day perspective. One could say that it is the Shinto equivalent of the Vatican; there are a lot of extremely important differences, but the comparison does give a general idea of its position within Shinto. (And when the Vatican needs to write to Shinto, it writes to Jinja Honchō.)

Legally, Jinja Honchō is a religious corporation. Japanese law recognises two types of religious corporation, roughly corresponding to individual places of worship, and to organisations of places of worship that follow the same religion; I’ll call these “denominations”, from the term for varieties of Protestant Christianity, but the Japanese legal term is “Hōkatsu Hōjin”, or “Enfolding Corporation”. Jinja are religious corporations of the first type, while Jinja Honchō is a denomination. Individual places of worship can belong to denominations, and the overwhelming majority of jinja that are legal religious corporations are members of Jinja Honchō; about 80,000. This could easily represent 99% of the “standard” jinja in Japan, excluding jinja in private gardens or small roadside shrines.

Denominations are allowed to set rules for the places of worship that join them, and these rules may require payments to the denomination, or give the denomination authority to appoint and dismiss officers of the places of worship. However, the rules cannot restrict the right of places of worship to leave a denomination, and denominations are not allowed to take any action against a place of worship that has declared its intention to leave. This is important, because it means that, in a serious conflict between Jinja Honchō and an individual jinja, the individual jinja will almost always win. A jinja can just leave Jinja Honchō, and then act however it pleases. There are a number of jinja that have done exactly that.

Because there are so many jinja, Jinja Honchō has a number of “sub-denominations”; these are called “Jinjachō”, and there is one for every prefecture in Japan. Most jinja are under the authority of the prefectural Jinjachō, meaning that the head of the Jinjachō appoints the chief priest and deals with most administrative matters. However, there is a list of about 350 jinja that are particularly large and important, and these are under the direct authority of Jinja Honchō. (These jinja are listed in a separate table in the Jinja Honchō regulations, and so they are called “Separate Table Jinja” (Beppyō Jinja).) Jingū is a member of Jinja Honchō, but Jinja Honchō’s regulations explicitly say that none of the rules apply to Jingū, and that it can do whatever it wants. Yasukuni Jinja, on the other hand, is not a member.

For the rest of the world, Jinja Honchō serves as the central contact point for Shinto. As mentioned above, when the Vatican wants to invite someone from Shinto to an inter-religious dialogue, it writes to Jinja Honchō. Similarly, if someone needs information about Shinto, or wants to carry out a project involving a lot of jinja, they contact Jinja Honchō. (Translating such communications is an important part of the work I do for them.)

For jinja, Jinja Honchō primarily provides administrative support. Chief priests are legally responsible for the legal filings and such arising from the jinja they lead, but that is not supposed to be their main job. Jinja Honchō provides advice, often through the Jinjachō, and model documents that can be easily modified for submission. This support is most important when the law changes, because individual chief priests cannot realistically find out what they should do. The staff of Jinja Honchō have the necessary time, experience, and contacts with the bureaucracy to work out how to respond, and provide the necessary advice to jinja. Jinja do not always take that advice; Jinja Shinpō
 occasionally publishes slightly desperate-sounding pleas for jinja to complete and submit certain documents. In such cases, Jinja Honchō cannot act for the individual jinja. In theory, it could replace the chief priest, and in practice it does that if there are serious problems and the current chief priest does not take their jinja out of Jinja Honchō first.

Jinja Honchō also sets the curriculum for the training of priests, and licenses people who have had that training. This does not include setting standards of orthodox Shinto belief, in one of the most important differences from the Vatican. As I have mentioned many times in this book, Shinto does not really have a set of standard doctrines, and Jinja Honchō accepts this. It has recently moved towards requiring people to “uphold Shinto” in order to remain a priest, but this is a recent move, and is still vague. Much of the training is provided by other organisations, and this is particularly true of the initial training provided so that people can qualify as priests in the first place. However, Jinja Honchō does directly provide a significant amount of training for qualified and working priests, particularly aimed at producing the priests who will serve as the bedrock of Jinja Shinto in the future.

Related to this, Jinja Honchō issues awards to priests and others who have made important contributions to the Shinto world, and disciplines priests who have brought it into disrepute. The awards seem to be much more important, in part because they are actively publicised in Jinja Shinpō,
 while I suspect that disciplinary action is normally lower key. That is, I would expect to hear about almost any award, but I would only expect to hear about disciplinary action if it were really important. Thus, there could be a lot of disciplinary actions I don’t hear about. On the other hand, as noted above, Jinja Honchō has very limited disciplinary authority, because a chief priest can always choose to leave. It does, however, issue notices about things that jinja should or should not do fairly frequently. Positive instructions are almost always about a matsuri connected with the Tennō. For example, when he travels overseas, jinja are instructed to perform matsuri asking for a safe journey, and then giving thanks for his safe return. I have seen very little data on the level of compliance with these instructions; that which I have seen was over 25 years old, and suggested that around 1% of chief priests were following a particular instruction. Prohibitions are more varied. For example, there are a number of restrictions on the distribution of ofuda and omamori, intended to preserve the religious significance of the items, and avoid turning them into simple souvenirs. To the best of my knowledge, Jinja Honchō has no “police force” to make sure that these instructions are being followed, but flagrant breaches would be public, and thus acted on. There are a number of jinja that I suspect have left Jinja Honchō over these prohibitions.

Finally, Jinja Honchō pursues a number of projects that are too large for individual jinja, or which need to be pursued on a national level. For example, it produced a significant amount of educational material, in both Japanese and English, about the change in Tennō in 2019. The most prominent of these activities is an ongoing project to increase the number of ofuda distributed on behalf of Jingū (called “Jingū Taima”), and Jinja Honchō has a whole department dedicated to supporting Jingū.

Jinja Honchō is a fairly large organisation. Its annual budget is about ¥5 billion (around $50 million), primarily gathered from dues from jinja, and it has a substantial staff. I suspect that most of the the full staff are Shinto priests, attached to their family jinja, and earning a living at Jinja Honchō while they are not needed to actually perform matsuri. This is certainly true of many, if not most. Its main office is in Tokyo, just outside the north entrance of Meiji Jingū, in a purpose-built structure designed to be reminiscent of jinja architecture. The lobby and public-facing meeting rooms are quite impressive, but the offices where the actual work gets done are simply functional.








SHINTŌ SEIJI RENMEI

If Jinja Honchō is the most significant part of the Shinto establishment, Shintō Seiji Renmei is probably the most public. (I do not normally use the macron on Shinto, but here it is part of the group’s name.) “Shintō Seiji Renmei” means “Shinto Political League”, although their official English name is “Shinto Association of Spiritual Leadership”. The Japanese name is more accurately descriptive; this is the branch of the Shinto establishment that engages in political campaigning.

Shintō Seiji Renmei’s positions are the reason why many people in Japan think of Shinto as right-wing and reactionary. It campaigns against any suggestion of female Tennō or, even worse, female-descended Tennō. It wants to revise the constitution to remove the prohibition on armed forces and waging war. It pushes hard for official visits to Yasukuni Jinja by the Prime Minister or Tennō, and believes that much of post-war Japanese education has been “self-harming”, telling lies about the Japanese Empire to make Japan sound like the villains of the war. It wants the Japanese flag to be flown more often, and the national anthem to be sung widely, such as at school events. It is strongly opposed to allowing married couples to have different surnames, as this would undermine the basis of the family. In short, I disagree, often quite strongly, with just about all of its positions.

The members of Shintō Seiji Renmei proper are all, I believe, priests. While it is formally a separate organisation from Jinja Honchō, many of the staff of Shintō Seiji Renmei also work at Jinja Honchō. There are also affiliated groups of National Diet members, or of prefectural and municipal assembly members. These groups can be quite large, particularly when the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) is doing well; the members of the Diet group are not far off being a majority by themselves at the moment. However, Diet members are not required to support all of Shintō Seiji Renmei’s detailed positions to be in the group, so while it is a very influential group, it is not, I think, quite as influential as the numbers might suggest. There is a fair amount of internal disagreement.

Shintō Seiji Renmei supports candidates in national and local elections. In particular, it supports one candidate in the national voting bloc at every election for the Upper House of the Diet. Members of the Japanese Upper House are elected for six-year terms, and half are up for election every three years, so there are two Diet Members with this support from Shintō Seiji Renmei at the moment. (They always get elected, because Shintō Seiji Renmei’s backing gets them a substantial number of individual votes across the whole country, and they also stand as LDP candidates. If this candidate lost, it would be a major shock.)

Both of these Diet Members are women. Given the low numbers of women in Japanese politics, that means that Shintō Seiji Renmei is making a larger contribution to a balanced gender ratio in the Diet than pretty much any progressive group I can think of. Further, I have seen no evidence of racism, and it has no policies that could be described as anti-immigrant. In particular, I have met senior members of both Shintō Seiji Renmei itself and of the affiliated Diet Member group, and they have easily accepted me as Japanese. While it is definitely a right-wing group, and probably at the extreme right wing of the Japanese mainstream, it does not have some of the characteristics that distinguish right-wing groups in the west. It is worth observing that most of the policies I disagree with are (mutatis mutandis
 ) mainstream in the USA, which is engaged in wars all over the world without any constitutional problems, consistently whitewashes its history, and has the President visit its war memorials frequently. And the flags! While Shintō Seiji Renmei is clearly right-wing, were it transferred to the USA it would probably be on the left wing of the Republican Party.








JINJASHINPŌSHA

Jinjashinpōsha is both the most and the least visible element of the Shinto establishment. It is a publishing company, and produces Jinja Shinpō,
 the newspaper of the Shinto world, as well as a range of books and pamphlets. Thus, a great deal of the things that appear to put forward the position of the Shinto establishment come from Jinjashinpōsha, but they are almost never published as reflecting Jinjashinpōsha’s own position. It almost invariably claims to be relaying someone else’s words, and normally is.

Jinjashinpōsha is a for-profit corporation, and it was founded to publish Jinja Shinpō
 . I suspect that this is still its main function; the newspaper is weekly, and normally has six large pages. I have subscribed for eight years, and read it cover to cover every week for most of that. I am sure that there are not very many people who do that. Apart from anything else, it is published using pre-war conventions for kana, the syllabic script, and uses a number of kanji, the ideographs, that are no longer used elsewhere. (For example, it uses a pair of kanji that mean “December last year”, but which can only be used in January.) This means that it takes a little while to get used to it, even if you are fluent in Japanese.

The newspaper faithfully reports all Shinto ceremonies conducted by the Tennō, as well as the official activities of Jinja Honchō and Shintō Seiji Renmei, and of the prefectural Jinjachō. Major events at Jingū or Yasukuni Jinja are reported, and the articles about Yasukuni normally take note of which, and how many, politicians attended. It also has articles on events at other jinja, particularly if an important jinja rebuilds, but these seem to be less systematic. For example, there seem to be a disproportionate number of articles from a particular area of Yamagata Prefecture, in northern Japan, and I suspect that is because a very active priest there keeps writing them. It also carries book reviews, and a range of opinion pieces. In addition to editorials and two regular columns (“Sunlight Through Leaves” and “Thoughts in the Forest”), all of which are written by authors who take turns, it also publishes articles that are submitted by readers (I have had several published as of 2020). Of the regular columns, the editorials are all anonymous and unsigned, although the membership of the group of writers is public (if not actively publicised), “Sunlight Through Leaves” is always signed and includes a photograph, and “Thoughts in the Forest” is signed, but is sometimes pseudonymous. Not all of the authors are priests, but all, naturally, have a strong connection to Shinto.

While Jinja Shinpō
 does not engage in hard-hitting exposés of the Shinto world, it does occasionally publish articles disagreeing, tactfully, with articles that have been published earlier. Admittedly, I wrote most of the examples I can think of, but they did
 publish them. The general editorial policy seems to be to present a unified and positive face, and to avoid criticism of any part of Shinto as far as possible. In fact, I cannot remember any straightforward criticism of a Shinto-related activity in the newspaper, with the exception of an article I wrote a year ago. The strongest articles they publish with any frequency are exhortations to certain behaviours, implying that many people are not behaving that way. This is one of my reasons for including the newspaper in the establishment.

The company also produces a range of leaflets and booklets for distribution at jinja; these can only be bought in units of ten or one hundred. These cover basic topics for people either casually visiting a jinja, or more strongly associated with it. For example, there is a leaflet about kamidana, most likely intended for distribution with ofuda. There are also booklets, introducing the Kojiki
 and Nihonshoki
 , or different kinds of matsuri. These publications most likely fix what many people believe about Shinto practice, as they are likely to trust the leaflet they got at the local jinja.

Finally, Jinjashinpōsha also publishes a range of books. Most of these are aimed at priests and other specialists, and they include textbooks on norito composition, reflections of important priests, and texts on the Tennō system. They do publish a handful of books aimed at a general audience, including one introduction to Shinto, but that is not their main purpose.








THE ESTABLISHMENT POSITION

In 1956, to mark the tenth anniversary of the establishment of Jinja Honchō, the organisation created and adopted a text that laid out the fundamentals of Jinja Shinto as a religion. My translation is as follows.





Principles of a Life Honouring the Kami

The way of the kami (Shinto) is the great way of the eternal heavens and earth, cultivating a noble spirit and serving as the foundation for the creation of peace and harmony.

We fulfil our duties by revering the will of the kami and continuing the teachings of our ancestors, bringing the heart of the way ever more into practice, to increase the welfare of the human race.

Here, we state these principles to make our goals clear, and aim to promote the great way through their practical application.


	We carry out matsuri in bright and pure sincerity, offering thanks for the blessings of the kami and the gifts of our ancestors.

	We serve others and the world, establishing the world as the bearers of the words of the kami.

	United in harmonious fellowship under the will of the Tennō, we pray for the prosperity of Japan and for the peaceful coexistence and flourishing of the world.







Differences between Japanese and English make this translation, as with any other, difficult, and so you should not closely analyse the nuances of the translation; they almost certainly differ, in important ways, from those of the original. For example, the original just says “Shinto” at the beginning, but the Japanese characters mean “the way of the kami”, and the text goes on to talk about the “way” so I have translated it both ways. One important ambiguity that does not translate is in the final principle. The word I have translated “the will of the Tennō” is “Ōmikokoro”, which literally means something like “Great Honourable Heart”. I have translated it this way because that is how it is normally used by the Shinto establishment, but the Japanese is ambiguous. It does not, for example, have a close association with direct orders, and it can also be used to refer to kami in general, not to the Tennō. Thus, it would, linguistically, be legitimate to remove all direct reference to the Tennō from the principles, although that would be misleading at present.

These principles are still important today, and Jinja Shinpō
 prints one sentence from them on the front page of every issue. However, they are no more specific in Japanese than they are in English, so they normally remain in the background, while more specific issues are taken up in discussion.

The positions that the Shinto establishment publicly emphasises have already been mentioned. They are strongly in favour of constitutional revision, to restore the right to wage war, restore the Tennō as head of state, and restore the close links between the state and Shinto. They push for an “accurate view of history”, which essentially means denying that Japan did anything seriously wrong between 1895 and 1945. They want Japan to control and exploit all the disputed islands around it (Takeshima, disputed with South Korea; the Northern Territories, disputed with Russia; and the Senkaku Islands, disputed with China and Taiwan). They urge the Prime Minister and the Tennō to visit Yasukuni Jinja in their official capacities, on the day marking the end of the war (August 15th
 ). They oppose any change in the law that would allow a female Tennō, or that would allow spouses in the general population to have different surnames. They vigorously promote devotion to Jingū as the jinja venerating the ancestor of the Tennō, and place a heavy emphasis on Jingū’s link to the Tennō. They also tend to talk as though Jinmu Tennō was a real historical figure who actually became the first Tennō on lunar New Year’s Day in 660 BCE.

They have an interesting attitude to tradition. On the surface, they are strongly in favour of tradition, and explicitly assert the importance of Japanese traditions, the traditional Japanese political structure, and the traditional Japanese family. It soon becomes clear, however, that “Japanese tradition”, for them, starts in 1868, the year of the Meiji Revolution.

This may seem odd. After all, Shinto has a lot of traditions that go back much further than that, and many of those traditions are still being kept alive today. Why does the establishment have such a short memory?

A consideration of the history of the organisations makes this much easier to understand. The Meiji Revolution was, at base, the overthrow of the central government by a coalition of powerful lords from the western periphery of Japan, provoked by internal problems and the imminent threat of colonisation by Western imperialist powers. The new government needed to unify the country, and they used an existing ideology of loyalty to the Tennō to do so. Jinja were to play a central role in this, in part because many priests had been closely involved with the ideology the new leaders adopted. Jingū was radically reformed, and the system for all other jinja was completely changed, bringing them under state control and making far-reaching changes in their ritual practices, to the extent of denying that they were religious. Yasukuni Jinja was founded under the Meiji government, to valorise those who fought and died on behalf of the Tennō.

This system took some time to get established, but the broad outline was solid by 1895, so by the end of the war, in 1945, virtually everyone in the Shinto world had spent their entire careers under this system. The occupying Americans completely destroyed it, separating Shinto from the state in December 1945.

Jinja Honchō and Jinjashinpōsha were founded in response to this, in an effort to prevent the complete destruction of Shinto. There were genuine fears at the time that the occupying forces would physically destroy every single jinja in Japan, although that was never seriously planned or, indeed, practical. As a result, it is not surprising that the initial goal was to preserve the existing structure as far as possible. As mentioned in the last section, Jinja Honchō’s name includes a character normally used for government agencies, and the division by prefecture mimics the way that supervision of jinja was devolved to prefectural governors in the pre-war period. It certainly looks as though it was set up to make it as easy as possible to reincorporate jinja into the government as soon as the Occupation was over. This, indeed, is probably one reason why Yasukuni Jinja was never a member of Jinja Honchō: in the pre-war system, it was managed by the Army and Navy Ministries, rather than by the Home Ministry that managed other jinja. (Another reason may be that worries about the fate of Yasukuni Jinja were particularly acute, and fully justified, so there may have been a desire to reduce the chance of other jinja going down with it by establishing a certain distance. That is speculation, however.)

In short, the Shinto establishment was created to preserve the Shinto system that existed between 1868 and 1945. One man, Ashizu Uzuhiko, was extremely influential in the foundation of Jinja Honchō and Jinjashinpōsha, and very committed to the pre-war ideals. (“Ashizu” was his family name.) He was close to most Shinto leaders, and wrote extensively both for Jinjashinpōsha, where he was effectively in charge throughout the early years, and for other fora. Although he was, surprisingly, not a priest, he was extremely influential, and still is today. The fact that he lived until 1992 may have a lot to do with the preservation of the conservative view; even now, the Shinto establishment sometimes explicitly asks “What would Ashizu Uzuhiko think?” as a way to find the way forward in a problem. Ashizu is also a good example of the complexity of the conservative position in Shinto. Although he was a very strong supporter of a privileged position for Jingū, he strongly opposed proposals in the immediate post-war period to make the worship of Amaterasu Ōmikami into the common doctrine of all jinja, emphasising the diversity of local traditions. He had also opposed this proposal when it was made by the wartime Japanese government a few years earlier, which must have required significant courage.

This history explains the Shinto establishment’s attitude to older traditions. It is very cool towards Shinto-Buddhist syncretism, because abolishing that was one of the primary policies of the Meiji government. Izumo Ōyashiro has a low profile because it actively drew back from the Meiji system, to the point that its chief priest resigned in order to create a religious group based on the jinja. Traditions of kami possession are frowned upon, because the Meiji government wanted to suppress them. The Meiji government said that Shinto was not a religion, so the Shinto establishment is reluctant to describe it as such. The distribution of Jingū Taima was a central part of the Meiji system, so it is a central part of current activities. (Hereditary priesthood is an interesting exception: the Meiji government officially abolished it, but it is the Shinto establishment’s default position. This difference probably arose because almost everyone in the Shinto establishment is a hereditary priest.)

The pre-war system is not coming back. Everyone, even the Shinto establishment, now accepts that. Indeed, there are repeated calls from within the establishment to think about what Jinja Honchō should be for, and even to question whether the Meiji period is really a good ideal for jinja and Shinto. These do not, however, seem to get traction, at least on the surface. Nobody seems to be ready to repudiate any significant part of the Meiji system. This raises questions about the future.








THE FUTURE OF THE SHINTO ESTABLISHMENT

What does the future hold for the Shinto establishment?

Obviously, this is just my speculation, but I hope it is grounded in facts.

First, the current system is not sustainable. Changes in population patterns mean that rural priests are responsible for up to eighty jinja, while large urban jinja have up to eighty priests. Something is going to give, in the near future. Jinja Honchō is not run by idiots, and they are well aware of the problem. It is, however, a difficult problem, and there really seems to be no solution that does not involve giving up something important from the Meiji system, so efforts towards a solution have, so far, been limited to tinkering around the edges. The problems are not entirely ideological; local jinja often have very strong roots and traditions, and local people will not accept a “solution” imposed from the centre. Finding a way to bring all these people along with a reform is not for the faint-hearted.

There is a real possibility that the current system will simply collapse, as people at Jinja Honchō fail to find acceptable reforms that can prevent that. There are many ways that it could collapse, some of which might not be much of a problem for Shinto as a religion, and others of which would be catastrophic.

However, I do not think that this is the most likely outcome. Everyone in the Shinto establishment, as far as I can tell, is sincerely committed to preserving Shinto into the future, in something like its traditional form. You do not join the Shinto establishment for the money; indeed, jinja that make a lot of money sometimes leave, because Jinja Honchō raises awkward questions about their activities. Given that, in a crisis the members of the establishment are overwhelmingly likely to try to preserve Shinto.

Further, there is another generational shift in progress. Almost no-one who was trained before the end of the war is left; the few who are, are in their late nineties, and no longer very active. The people who were raised by people who were trained in the pre-war system are retiring, and being replaced by people of my generation, for whom the war is purely history. This means that there are fewer and fewer people with an emotional commitment to the pre-war system, and more and more who can see that fundamental reform is needed. There are now quite a few people in Jinja Honchō who see its purpose as supporting jinja, rather than controlling them, and I think that is promising for the future. On the other hand, this also means that there are more and more priests who may not be terribly committed to the positions that the Shinto establishment supports; this is another potential source of trouble for the current system.

To get an idea of whether Shinto really has a future, then, it is important to look at the attitudes of ordinary Japanese. Fortunately for Shinto, those attitudes are generally quite positive, as we will see in the next section.









ATTITUDES TO SHINTO





WHAT DO ORDINARY Japanese people think about Shinto? This is not an easy question for me to answer; after all, I am hardly an ordinary Japanese person, and certainly not with respect to Shinto. In addition, most of the people I talk to about Shinto in Japan are very involved in it.

Fortunately, I do not need to just make things up. In October 2016, Jinja Honchō carried out a survey of people across Japan, to see what they knew, and thought, about jinja. This survey was part of a sequence, with earlier surveys carried out in 1996, 2001, and 2006, and with some questions that could be compared with those asked in a survey about Jingū in Ise, which was carried out in 2014. The methodology appears to be solid, so the results should be fairly representative of what typical Japanese people think about Shinto. This discussion is based on the summary that was published in Jinja Shinpō
 , because I haven’t seen the full results; they may not have been published yet, and they may not be made public at all.

To start with the biggest numbers, 98.3% of the respondents had heard of and knew about Jingū. Among people over 50, that reached 100%. In 2006, the rate among people in their twenties was as low as 80%, but in 2016 they were right on the average, at 98.3%. There are two likely reasons for this. One is the Grand Renewal of Jingū, the Shikinensengū, which was held in 2013, and was widely reported in almost all media. One advantage of having the Grand Renewal every twenty years is that it reminds everyone that Jingū exists; in 2014, well over 10 million people visited Jingū, a historical record. The second is the Ise-Shima G7 Summit in May 2016, during which Mr Abe took all the leaders on a visit to Jingū; that was also very widely reported, as were the positive, if rather anodyne, comments that the seven leaders wrote in the visitors’ book.

There was, apparently, no question asking about whether people had heard of jinja in general, probably on the fair assumption that, if you live in Japan, you have come across them. Given that over 98% had heard of Jingū, which is a jinja (although Jinja Honchō formally treats it as a unique category of its own), it seems reasonable to assume that well over 99% of adults in Japan are aware of the existence of jinja, and have at least a vague idea of what they are. The other questions on the survey allow us to say something about how vague that idea might be.








UJIGAMI JINJA

For most people, the closest jinja to their home is what is called their “Ujigami Jinja”. This refers to the tutelary jinja for an area, the kami of which are believed to have an especially close relationship with both the area itself, and with the people who live and work there. There are, of course, some exceptions. For example, some new residential developments do not have an Ujigami Jinja, and there are some jinja, such as Meiji Jingū in Tokyo, that are not the Ujigami Jinja of any area. In most areas, however, the Ujigami Jinja was historically one of the centres of the community, and Jinja Honchō believes that it still should be.

Unfortunately for that position, only about 60% of the respondents said that they knew where their Ujigami Jinja was, which was down from the 2006 survey, but up from the 2014 one. In 1996, the result was over 70%, so there does seem to have been a decline in knowledge over time, and it seems fair to assume that this is partly due to the change in generations. Another possible factor is the ongoing shift in population to the large cities, particularly the Tokyo area. In rural areas, you can often see the Ujigami Jinja from most of the village, because it is sitting on a hill, but in urban areas it is often hidden between other buildings, and you are not told about it when you move. For example, I had to go looking for ours when we first moved to our current area. While 60% is a solid majority, I suspect that an analysis that broke things down between urban and rural areas would reveal a split, and that urban Ujigami Jinja are not that well known by the people in the area.

On the other hand, most people who know where their Ujigami Jinja is do visit it to pay their respects; only about 20% (of those who knew where it was) reported not going at all. I suspect that this percentage might actually be lower in urban areas than rural, because if people in an urban area know where their Ujigami Jinja is, it is probably because they have made an effort to find out, and people with no plans to visit are unlikely to make that effort. However, if we combine these percentages, we discover that just under 50% of people visit their Ujigami Jinja at all. That probably isn’t high enough to make them a centre of the community, but on the other hand the fact that almost half the population do visit shows that they are still important.

Of course, the level of importance depends on how often people go. The most popular frequency for visits is “a few times a year”, which covers over 60% of the people who know where the jinja is, and thus probably about 80% of the people who go. People who visit one to three times a month make up another 10% or so, while one to three times a week and every day are about 3% each. (Numbers do not add up to 100 because I am being approximate, and reading off bar graphs.) This may sound low, but it is worth noting that the numbers for people who visit about once a week are higher than the percentage of people in Britain who attend church. The activities are not directly comparable, but these numbers suggest that Japanese people have far more contact with their local jinja than British people do with their local church, even though many of those British people would describe themselves as Christian, and most of the Japanese would not describe themselves as Shinto. (Brierley Consultancy has published statistics showing that about 5% of Britons attend church regularly; 16% of 60% is 10%, so about 10% of Japanese people visit their Ujigami Jinja at least once per month.)

The most popular reason people gave for visiting their Ujigami Jinja was hatsumōdë, visiting a jinja early in the new year; over 60% said that they went for this. A further 37% said that they attended the jinja’s matsuri. Most jinja have at least two major matsuri in a year, so people who go to both hatsumōdë and matsuri would account for a lot of the people who visit a few times a year. (Multiple answers were possible, so I suspect that most of the people who attend matsuri also go to hatsumōdë.) My impression, which these statistics back up, is that this is the most common pattern. Attendance at these events requires a similar level of investment of time to attending a church service, for example at Christmas or Easter, with the difference that you are normally outside the whole time. (Hatsumōdë rates in a particular year are strongly influenced by the weather.) In a 2010 survey, 36% of people in Britain said that they would attend a Christmas service, which suggests that Japanese people are at least as likely to visit their Ujigami Jinja as British people are to go to church; multiplying the percentages together, about 36% of people go to hatsumōdë at their Ujigami Jinja (60% know where it is, and of them, 60% go to hatsumōdë there). In a separate question, 70% of people said that they go to hatsumōdë at a jinja, which means that about half of people who go to hatsumōdë at a jinja go to a different jinja. (Some may visit their own Ujigami Jinja by accident, of course, if they do not realise which jinja is the Ujigami Jinja. Another possibility is that some people may have counted hatsumōdë as a matsuri, and only said that they attend matsuri. However, there is still likely to be a relatively high number of people attending hatsumōdë at a different jinja.)

About 16% of people said that they visited their Ujigami Jinja when they had a particular request to make. This is lower than might have been expected, because there is a popular image of people only going to a jinja when they want to ask for something. Even if we allow for underreporting on this motivation, because people do not want to admit to it, it is still likely to be lower than the number who go to attend the jinja’s traditional matsuri. 10% said that they went when the mood took them, for no particular reason. This is one of the things that the jinja is supposed to be there for. The Ujigami Jinja is in your local area, so you happen to walk past fairly often in daily life, and sometimes, people decide to go in and pay their respects. Finally, 3% of people who knew where their Ujigami Jinja was, so a little under 2% of the whole population, said that they visited every day. This is also a standard activity, known as “nichimairi”, and is generally a sign of particularly fervent attachment to the jinja. In general, I believe that if you do this, the people attached to the jinja get to know that you do, and get to know you; certainly, that is what has happened for me at my Ujigami Jinja. For example, I occasionally get phone calls from the priests asking me to ring the bell when I go the following day, because they have something for me.

Between 1996 and 2006, there was a rising trend in the number of people who said that they did not go at all, but that has been reversed in this survey; the numbers who visit at least occasionally are almost back to 1996 levels.

The respondents were also asked about their impression of their Ujigami Jinja. About 60% of those who knew about it reported a good or fairly good impression, while only a very small fraction reported that their impression was not very good; most of the other 40% either said they had no particular impression, or that they did not care. This is, perhaps, not surprising. The people who know their Ujigami Jinja are likely to be those who have made an effort to find it, as I mentioned earlier, and people who have a positive attitude towards jinja in general are more likely to make that effort. From that perspective, the number of people with no particular impression is quite high; it may reflect the number of people who live in rural areas, where the Ujigami Jinja is unmissable.

When people were asked to choose one or more options from a list to describe their impression in more detail, about 45% chose “It protects the people of the area”, while about 30% described it as calming and relaxing. A bit over 25% felt a sense of history there, while a bit under 25% felt that it was a sacred space. About 15% thought that the matsuri were lively, while about 10% thought that the jinja woodland (chinju no mori) was pure and refreshing. Less than 5% thought that the jinja buildings were impressive. Negative impressions were much less widespread. About 7% thought it was isolated and neglected, while about 2% felt it was old fashioned, and less than 0.5% thought that it was unnecessary in this day and age. The negative opinions seem to have become less common than they were in the previous surveys, while most of the positive opinions do not show any clear trend upward or down. The big exception is “It protects the people of the area”, which has risen from around 30% in 1996 to around 45% in 2016.

The low numbers of people thinking that the jinja buildings are impressive are not at all surprising. Most Ujigami Jinja do not have impressive buildings; they are small, local jinja, and in some cases the only building may be under two metres tall, although normally it would be at least a single room where a ceremony could be performed. Similar things can be said about the chinju no mori; in urban areas, this can be very small, and not always accessible, while in rural areas it may not be that distinct from other woodlands in the area. The number of people who think that their Ujigami Jinja is isolated and neglected is, if anything, lower than I might have expected, because there are a lot of rural jinja that do not have a resident priest, and which are difficult to maintain.

It is also interesting that the most popular response, by a large margin, is one of the two clearly religious responses, and that it has become more popular over the last twenty years. This may be connected to the so-called “Jinja Boom” or “Powerspot Boom”, to which I will return later in this section.








JINJA VISITS

The figure of 70% of people going to hatsumōdë comes from a general question about what people did at jinja. The hatsumōdë number was higher than in 2006, and not significantly lower than 1996. This number is about twice as high as the percentage of British people who say they would attend a Christmas service at a church, and has been fairly stable for the last twenty years. The number of people who go to have a baby named, or to hatsumiyamairi (the ceremony for new babies) or shichigosan (the ceremony for young children) is about 55%, and has maybe risen slightly since 1996. With the declining birth rate, that may well mean that a higher proportion of people who have children are going to these ceremonies now than twenty years ago, although this is a bit difficult to judge. Obviously, people do not go to do this every year (unless they have really big families), and it is hard to say how far back people are remembering. Even if people are saying yes if they did it with their children, no matter how long ago, the proportion of older people who did it is not going to change, so the stability of the percentage suggests that the ceremonies have, at least, not declined in popularity. Anecdotal evidence from talking to priests suggests that the popularity has increased, in absolute terms, in urban areas, which would be explained by overall stability in numbers combined with the strong tendency of young families to be in cities.

If we turn to the other life event ceremonies, only 16% reported a Shinto wedding at a jinja, which continued a clear falling trend, and only about 2% reported Shinto funerals. The very low level for funerals is not surprising, as the association between funerals and Buddhism is very strong in Japanese culture, and the association between death and kegarë means that Shinto funerals are not held at jinja. Shinto funerals are of historical significance, because they were a part of Shinto’s attempts to assert its independence in the Edo period, but they are not very important for contemporary Shinto practice. Shinto weddings at a jinja are a relatively recent phenomenon, only going back as far as the wedding of Taishō Tennō: a little over a century. They seem to be affected by fashions, and get a boost in popularity if celebrities have well-publicised jinja weddings. In addition, I believe that they had a boom a few years ago, so the decline could well reflect the natural ending of that.

These numbers tend to confirm the popular remark that Japanese people are born Shinto, marry Christian, and die Buddhist. People who simply want to respect Japanese traditions in general would not have Shinto weddings or funerals, so we should expect those numbers to be a lot lower than the numbers for hatsumiyamairi and shichigosan.

There were a couple of other questions with clear links to life stages. About 13% reported going to a jinja for an adulthood ceremony, and that number seems to have been constant over the twenty years. This is interesting, because there is no standard ceremony for this, and it isn’t one that jinja literature tends to emphasise, so the number is rather higher than I would have guessed. Only 7% report going for ceremonies related to older birthdays. The age of sixty marks a full cycle of the traditional Chinese calendar, and so it has been significant for a long time, and a number of birthdays above that have special names based on kanji puns, so they are sometimes marked by ceremonies, especially around Respect for the Aged Day (in September). However, these results suggest that this is still not very popular.

The questions combined general haraë and prayers for family health, safety, and prosperity, because these are the generic “good fortune” ceremonies; this is the default if you go for a personal ceremony. Indeed, when I go to have ceremonies performed to pray for the recovery of disaster-stricken regions, the priests often add a prayer for the health, safety, and prosperity of my family. (In fact, when I went to Aso Jinja in Kyūshū, the prayer for recovery from the disaster was added on to the prayer for my family, rather than the other way around.) This category also includes going for haraë in your yakudoshi, the years when you are traditionally supposed to be particularly vulnerable to kegarë and crises. Taken together, about 40% reported going for this, which interrupted a falling trend in the previous three surveys. The next most popular ceremony type was construction ceremonies, such as the jichinsai ritual for purifying land before starting building. This was 36%, and since most of these only apply if you are building a house, the percentage of building projects that involve these ceremonies is almost certainly much higher. That fits my impression; they are not quite universal, but they are extremely extremely common. Thirty percent reported prayers for success in examinations, and that is a rise. Similar to the construction ceremonies, the percentage of people who take entrance examinations is probably under 50%, even when we account for grandparents praying for their grandchildren, so the percentage of exam takers who perform these ceremonies is likely to be a lot higher. As mentioned earlier, I understand that some cram schools take all the students for a group ceremony, which would help to account for their popularity. The clearest fall was in the number of people having their cars purified, which was at 27%, and has been falling from a peak of around 35% in 2001. I don’t have any speculation as to the reasons there, as I don’t own a car and know nothing about patterns of car ownership here.

About 20% reported attending the jinja’s own matsuri, and that number basically matches the number of people who knew about their Ujigami Jinja and attended its matsuri. That is not surprising, as there are few matsuri that you would travel to see, unless you were really, really interested in matsuri. This does suggest that the overwhelming majority of people who attend a jinja do so for their own purposes, not for the “community” matsuri that are part of the jinja’s ritual calendar. This is, as it happens, the reverse of the official position on the relative importance of those events.








PERSONAL ATTITUDES

The survey did not ask people whether they identified as Shinto. This is a tricky question. The government’s survey said that about eighty million people followed Shinto (in some form) at the end of 2017. That’s about two thirds of the population. However, surveys that ask people whether they have a religion tend to get about 5% of people identifying as Shinto. (The surveys I have on hand are from about fifteen years ago, so that may have changed a bit — but not to 67%.) As astute readers will have noticed, neither of these numbers matches up well with the numbers given for various activities. The government figures are too high, unless everyone who goes to hatsumōdë counts, and the self-identification figures are too low even for people who visit jinja multiple times a month. This, of course, is a reflection of the nature of Shinto as a religion of practice. (It also allows you to say that, in the UK, 60% of people claim to be Christian, and 5% attend church, while in Japan 5% claim to be Shinto, and 60% attend jinja, without being too far wrong.)

That said, there are some beliefs and attitudes that are associated with Shinto, and the survey asked about them. 85% said that their families were important, while about 60% said the same of their friends. Only 60% said that respect for their parents was important, but that was pulled down by low numbers among the over 60s, who in many cases probably don’t have living parents to respect. Overall, only about 43% said that work was important, but even fewer, about 35%, put importance on making use of their free time. About 57% said that manners were important. Interestingly, that opinion was strongest in people between 30 and 60, and weaker in older people. People in their 20s were more likely to see manners as important than people in their 70s or older, and quite a lot more likely than people in their 60s. That is consistent with the reports of priests on people’s behaviour at jinja, where young people are very likely to follow the correct etiquette, while people in their 60s and 70s are more likely to violate it. (Old people today, I don’t know what the world is going from. In my day they will be much better behaved.) Only 30% of people thought that it was important to develop themselves, while 35% thought it was important to give back to society. On two things that are important to Shinto, or at least Jinja Honchō, about 60% said that it was important to respect their ancestors, and this had a clear trend to be higher among older people, while only 22% said that patriotism was important, with no obvious variation by age group.

The survey also asked about which annual festivals people marked at home. New Year was the most popular, with 80%, and o-bon and the equinoxes came next, at 72%. O-bon and the equinoxes were originally occasions for honouring one’s ancestors, and this is still a strong element today. Although they are generally thought of as Buddhist, they actually have Shinto origins, and quite a lot of Shinto elements. For example, at o-bon your ancestors are supposed to come and visit you, which makes no sense if, in accordance with Buddhist belief, they have been reincarnated, but does make sense if they have become kami who watch over you. The next most popular was family birthdays, which is a western import, but one that seems to be settling in. Mother’s Day and Father’s Day were just over 50%, while Christmas was just under. One could speculate that this is due to the importance of respect for parents in Japanese culture. About 44% marked Setsubun, when oni are driven out by throwing beans at them, and about 40% marked the anniversaries of their ancestors’ deaths. 35% marked either or both of the hinamatsuri or children’s day, which are celebrations for girls and boys, respectively. On the hinamatsuri, families put up displays of hina dolls for girls, while on children’s day they display samurai armour (normally miniature) and put up banners in the shape of carp for boys. Traditionally, you only do this if you have the relevant variety of child, so that 35% probably indicates a very high proportion of the people who would be expected to celebrate the events. 30% marked Valentine’s Day, and 28% marked wedding anniversaries. This may suggest that the relationship between the members of a couple is less culturally important than other family relationships, but Christmas is also seen as an occasion for couples here, so that may not be the case. Of these events, New Year and Setsubun are clearly associated with Shinto, and the other traditional rituals have strong Shinto associations. (For example, the hinamatsuri derives from a haraë ritual.) In any case, the results suggest that Japanese traditional customs are not being driven out by Western imports.








HOUSEHOLD RITUALS

Household rituals are an important part of Shinto practice, at least in theory. The kami should be venerated on a kamidana, traditionally a high shelf on which sacred tablets (o-fuda) from jinja are venerated, while the family’s ancestors are honoured in a different location in the house. Other kami may be venerated in particular parts of the home for particular purposes, and a house may have a small jinja in the grounds for the kami who watches over the whole structure. Other kami may also visit the house at particular times of year, most importantly New Year.

In the 2016 survey, 41.2% of people said that they had a kamidana, down from 51.3% in 1996, but slightly up from the 2014 survey, which does make me wonder about the margin of error on these statistics; it is probably safe to just remember 40% as the percentage of people with kamidana. About 22% of people said that they venerated an o-fuda from their Ujigami Jinja, about 15% said that they had an o-fuda from a famous jinja, and about 14% said that they had a Jingū Taima, the o-fuda from Jingū. (About 7.5% said that they didn’t know whether they had a Jingū Taima, so the numbers may be a bit higher, but 14% is about right, given the number of Jingū Taima that are distributed every year.) There will be a lot of overlap between those, so it is a reasonable inference that quite a few of the people who have a kamidana do not actually have any kami on it; my guess would be somewhere around a quarter.

These numbers do not tell us anything about what people who have a kamidana do with it, but as those practices are supposed to be an important part of Shinto practice, and take place away from jinja, in general society, I want to talk about them in this section. However, a lot of this discussion will be about what is supposed to happen; when I have actual data on what people actually do, I will mention it.








KAMIDANA


The most important element in household Shinto ritual is the kamidana. This is a high shelf in the home on which kami are enshrined, and, in keeping with the Shinto tradition of boringly descriptive names, “kamidana” means “kami shelf”. The shelf is normally made of unpainted wood, and rectangular. Somewhere around forty five centimetres deep and seventy five wide would be a normal sort of size, but they can vary. A proper one has wooden struts at the end of the front, supporting a piece across the top, shaped like stylised clouds.
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 The shelf is supposed to face east or south, in a clean, bright room, high up, and on the top floor of the house. This is mostly a matter of respect for the kami: people should not be walking on top of them, and should not be looking down on them. Of course, there are practical issues as well.

Most sources recommend putting the shelf slightly above eye level, if possible. This avoids people looking down on it, while still making it easily accessible for changing the offerings. Similarly, it should be put in a room that makes it easy for people to venerate the kami, which might mean putting it on a lower floor. In that case, most books recommend putting a closet or bookcase directly over the kamidana on the next floor up, so that no-one will walk over that bit of floor. If you live in a block of flats, and not on the top floor, then you cannot avoid people walking over your kamidana. In that case, the normal practice is to write the character for “sky” or “clouds” on a piece of wood or paper, and stick it to the ceiling over the kamidana. I have seen this explained as showing respect for the kami by proving that you are doing your best, but it may also be connected to the idea of kotodama, the power of words. By calling the ceiling the sky, you are, in a sense, making it into the sky. (This is probably also connected to the “cloud” panel along the top of the front of the kamidana.)

The orientation of the kamidana is to ensure that it faces the sun. However, this is also something that might be rendered difficult by the layout of the house, and so few sources say anything stronger than “if possible”.

A typical kamidana has a sanctuary on it. These are wooden structures, designed to look like the main sanctuary at a jinja, and normally have the roof sloping towards the front of the kamidana, although it is also possible to get ones on which you look at the peak of the roof. A sanctuary is typically about forty centimetres tall, and about thirty deep, although they can be smaller or larger. The sanctuary houses the o-fuda, and thus cannot be much shorter than forty centimetres if the o-fuda is going to fit.

The wood is normally unpainted, and the best wood is hinoki (Japanese cypress) from the Kiso region of Gifu and Nagano prefectures; I strongly suspect that this is because the buildings of Jingū at Isë are largely made of this material, from this region. The sanctuary can be roofed in various materials. The cheapest and most common is a simple wooden board, but it is also possible to buy sanctuaries that are thatched, like the sanctuaries at Jingū, or roofed in bark tiles, like the main sanctuary at Izumo Ōyashiro. The alternative roofs are quite a lot more expensive. The roof normally has chigi and katsuogi, distinctive roof decorations. Chigi are narrow beams forming a V at each end of the roof, while katsuogi are rough cylinders lying on the ridge. Finally, the whole structure is decorated with golden metal fittings, on the ends of the chigi and katsuogi, on the doors, and on the finials of any fence around the sanctuary. This is common at jinja, but the particular pattern used imitates the decorations of Jingū. The overall result is that the most common sanctuaries for a kamidana look like miniature versions of the sanctuaries of Jingū.

There are two popular types of kamidana sanctuary. The first has a single space for o-fuda, with doors in front of it, while the second has three spaces, each with their own doors, lined up horizontally. In this case, the central space is the most honourable, followed by the one on the right as you look at the sanctuary. I have seen larger sanctuaries, with five or even seven spaces, but they are not common, and I suspect you would have to make a custom commission.

It is common to put a sacred mirror in front of the door (or central door) to the sanctuary. This is a round metal mirror, on a wooden stand carved to look like clouds. Sakaki, small branches of an evergreen tree, are placed to either side of the sanctuary, as are small lanterns. The lanterns are often designed to look like small versions of the lanterns found at jinja. Actual sakaki may be replaced with artificial ones, and supplemented by masakaki, as found in a jinja. In front of the sanctuary is a sanbō, also as described in the chapter on items in a jinja, and on the sanbō are offerings of rice, sake, salt, and water. These offerings are placed on or in white ceramic vessels, which have distinctive traditional shapes.

These are the core items that belong on a kamidana, although other things may also be placed there, such as o-mamori or good luck items received at various jinja. As you can imagine, they take up quite a bit of space, which is why the shelf itself needs to be quite large. A larger three-space sanctuary might be 90 cm wide by 60 cm high by 40 cm deep, and weigh around 13 kilograms. Add the space for offerings in front of it, and you would need a large dedicated shelf. A full set of kamidana items, if you had a suitable shelf already, would probably cost at least ¥10,000 (about $100), and could easily go over ¥100,000 if you wanted a larger sanctuary or needed to install a shelf. If you want a thatched sanctuary, you can easily pay ¥300,000 for that alone.

Obviously, a lot of people would not have space or budget for a full kamidana, and priests would like people to perform the household rituals even if they are not wealthy. The whole thing can be cut down quite significantly.

The essential thing is the o-fuda, because the kami is present in the o-fuda, so without an o-fuda you have no kami to venerate. The absolute minimal kamidana is a clean space on top of a bookcase or similar, with a white handkerchief spread out and an o-fuda placed on the handkerchief, leaning against the wall. This is a bit too minimal for most priests, although it is officially tolerated, and at most jinja, if you receive an o-fuda and ask, they will give you a very simple sanctuary at no charge. These have no doors on the front, and are just big enough for the o-fuda. In some cases, you might receive a simple wooden stand for the o-fuda.

In recent years, there has been a push to design kamidana sanctuaries that fit the look of modern apartments. This generally means making them simple, and using glass and other modern materials, rather than traditional unpainted wood. Some are still made of wood, but may be lacquered, and look nothing like the sanctuary at a jinja. This trend is something that priests actively encourage; a couple of the prefectural Jinjachō have organised competitions for designs, and arranged to have the winning designs manufactured and sold.

It is also possible to get kamidana that are designed to hang on the wall, for people in rooms without the free space for a shelf — something that is not uncommon in Japanese cities. Hanging kamidana may include a small shelf for offerings on the front, and many of them are modern in style. These hanging kamidana can cost tens of thousands of yen, but there are also much simpler, and cheaper, versions. The important point is that you must not stick a pin through the o-fuda to fix it to the wall; the o-fuda needs to be in something that is fixed directly to the wall, rather than being fixed itself.

However, my impression is that the traditional designs are overwhelmingly more common. The sort of person who is likely to want to put a kamidana in their home is typically the sort of person who wants to do things the traditional way.






CHOOSE YOUR KAMI


As mentioned earlier, the only essential feature of a kamidana is an o-fuda, which brings the kami to the shelf. But which kami? There are not literally eight million choices, but there are tens of thousands of jinja that offer o-fuda. You cannot, physically, put all of them on your kamidana.

Jinja Honchō is very clear that you should have at least two: a Jingū Taima, and the o-fuda of your local Ujigami Jinja. The Jingū Taima is a particular sort of o-fuda from Jingū at Isë, and enshrines Amaterasu Ōmikami. These o-fuda are extremely important to Jinja Honchō, and an important part of contemporary Shinto practice, and will be discussed later. About 14% of people have them, according to the 2016 survey. The Ujigami Jinja is, as mentioned earlier, the local jinja that traditionally protects the area where you live. The importance of this kami is part of the traditional localism of Shinto, and about 22% of people have this o-fuda on their kamidana.

People sometimes ask what they should do if their Ujigami Jinja enshrines Amaterasu Ōmikami. It might seem that it would be redundant to have both the Jingū Taima and the o-fuda from the Ujigami Jinja, as they represent the same kami. The official answer is that it makes no difference. In an important sense, every jinja enshrines different kami, even jinja that all enshrine Amaterasu Ōmikami or Hachiman Ōkami. This is another aspect of Shinto theology that is clear from practice, but not worked out theoretically to the best of my knowledge. Even more confusingly, the official position is that you should have a Jingū Taima even if you have a different o-fuda from Jingū. I confess that I am not quite sure what the logic behind that is, although it is something to do with a particular symbolic role that Jingū Taima have.

You may also have o-fuda from more than two jinja, adding o-fuda from any jinja you have a particular connection to. People may choose these o-fuda freely. You do not need to live near the jinja, and you can put o-fuda from more than one jinja enshrining the same kami on your kamidana, as mentioned above.

With multiple o-fuda, people need guidance on how to arrange them, and there is an official hierarchy. The Jingū Taima is at the top, followed by the Ujigami Jinja o-fuda, and the other jinja come below that. If you have a sanctuary with a single space, the Jingū Taima goes at the front, with the Ujigami Jinja o-fuda behind it, and the other o-fuda behind that. If you have three spaces, the Jingū Taima goes in the centre, the Ujigami Jinja o-fuda in the right hand side as you look at the kamidana, and all the other o-fuda in the left hand side.

One question that often comes up is of the number of o-fuda you should have. Some people say you should have no more than three, and that the kami get into fights if you try to venerate more. Jinja Honchō’s official position is that that is nonsense, and that you can have as many o-fuda as you want. I am not sure which of these positions is more traditional, nor am I sure what most priests think personally. However, offerings in exchange for o-fuda are an important part of a jinja’s income, which may make priests reluctant to discourage veneration in any way. On the other side, there is no rule for organising the o-fuda from your freely chosen jinja, which suggests that people do not anticipate that there will be many. However, I have seen enough people advising against having lots to think that this must be something that happens with some frequency. I am afraid I have absolutely no idea what typical numbers are.

Once you have chosen your o-fuda and enshrined them on your kamidana, it is ready for veneration.






KAMIDANA RITUALS


So, once you have a kamidana, with kami on it, what do you actually do with it? In many cases, the answer is “nothing”; it just sits there in the house. That is not, of course, what priests recommend. The basic etiquette for venerating kami on a kamidana is exactly the same as the etiquette for venerating them at a jinja, adapted slightly in practice for the different environment.

A suggested ritual for venerating the kamidana goes as follows:

First, wash yourself, and tidy up your clothes so that you are dressed smartly.

Make a shallow bow, and open the doors on the sanctuary. Then make another shallow bow.

Make a shallow bow, and place the offerings on the kamidana in front of the sanctuary. Then make another shallow bow.

Bow deeply twice.

One person bows deeply twice, then recites a haraë norito while bowing slightly. When they finish, they bow deeply twice, clap twice, and bow deeply once.

One person (maybe the same person, but not necessarily) bows deeply twice, then recites a norito while bowing slightly.

When they finish, everyone bows deeply twice, claps twice, and bows deeply once.

Make a shallow bow, and close the doors on the sanctuary.

Make a shallow bow, and withdraw from in front of the kamidana.

This ritual is supposed to be followed first thing every morning, and late every evening, and members of the household are supposed to tell the kami when they leave the house and return home.

Needless to say, there are very few people who do all of that every day, and most of the ones who do are probably priests. Even the book that suggests that ritual also suggests two abbreviated versions, one dropping the haraë, and the other dropping the norito, so that the ritual consists simply of the double bow, double clap, single bow veneration.

The offerings on the kamidana are supposed to be changed every day, so that the family can eat them afterwards. That also does not happen very often. If there are fresh sakaki on the kamidana (some people use artificial sakaki), they are supposed to be changed every couple of weeks, around the first and fifteenth of the month. On the old Japanese calendar, these were the new and full moons, but obviously that is no longer the case. Many florists in Japan seem to stock sakaki, bundled up for use on a kamidana, for a few days around the first and fifteenth of the month, but not the rest of the time.

The haraë norito can be the standard haraëkotoba, or the Ōharaëkotoba. It can also be the abbreviated haraëkotoba: “haraë tamai, kiyomë tamaë” (“Purify and cleanse us”). The request norito can also be of any length, from the short “Moromoro no ōkamitachi, mamori tamai sakiwaë tamaë” (“May all the great kami enshrined here protect us and make us happy”) to a norito even longer than the Ōharaëkotoba. Another source offers a combination of the haraë and norito: “haraë tamai, kiyomë tamaë, kamunagara kushimitama sakiwaë tamaë” (“Purify and cleanse us, august spirits of the kami, and make us happy”).

I have the impression that anyone who formally venerates the kamidana every day is doing a lot more than most people who have one, even if they use the shortest possible version, but that there are still a substantial number of people, mostly but not exclusively older people, who do.






JINGŪ TAIMA

According to Jinja Honchō, the most important thing to have on a kamidana is a Jingū Taima. However, only about 30% of people with a kamidana have one, so 70% of the people with a kamidana are doing it wrong, as far as Jinja Honchō is concerned. This is a central concern of the organisation; Jinja Honchō has a whole division devoted to distributing Jingū Taima, and has been running special programs to increase the number distributed for the last twenty years and more. The reports of events in Jinja Shinpō often mention speakers encouraging attendees to increase the number of Jingū Taima distributed. However, the number continues to fall year-on-year.

The custom of having an o-fuda from Jingū to venerate on a shelf in one’s home goes back to the Edo period, at least, which means that it has three centuries or more of history. These o-fuda were originally called “haraifuda”, and were distributed by onshi, low-ranked priests from Jingū who spread its veneration across the country.

At the Meiji Revolution, the onshi were abolished, and Jingū was taken over directly by the state. In 1872, the o-fuda were renamed “Jingū Taima”, and distributed to people across the whole country under government authority. The precise method evolved over time, but from 1927 they were distributed by the priests of jinja across Japan, on behalf of Jingū. By the time of the Second World War, it was effectively compulsory to have one (although, to the best of my knowledge, it was never formally compulsory), and in 1944, around 13 million were distributed. The population of Japan at this time was around 70 million, but as you have one kamidana per household, not per person, the more important number is the number of households, which was about 14 million (average household size was around five at that time). Thus, 13 million Jingū Taima was very close to perfect coverage.

When the war ended, the government ceased all involvement, and Jinja Honchō took over the job of distributing Jingū Taima. They continued the practice of doing it through local jinja, and that is still how it is done today; at almost all staffed jinja, you can receive the o-fuda for that jinja, and Jingū Taima, but not, typically, o-fuda for any other jinja. (Sometimes, the staffed jinja supplies o-fuda for all the jinja managed by the chief priest, but that is the main exception I am aware of.)

In 1950, Jinja Honchō distributed around 5 million Jingū Taima, at a time when there were around 14 million households. This suggests that state pressure was a large factor in the broad acceptance of Jingū Taima, but far from the only one — 5 million is still quite a large number, and around a third of the population.

The Shinto establishment put a lot of effort into getting these numbers back up, with considerable success. There have been several different campaigns over the years, such as a campaign to reach 10 million households, or, at present, a campaign to distribute more Jingū Taima in urban areas. These campaigns had considerable success, and in 1994 9,560,000 Jingū Taima were distributed. Since then, however, the numbers have been in slow but steady decline, and last year (2019) the total number distributed was 8,469,134.

This might not look too bad, but the number of households in Japan has been rising steadily, even as the population falls, so that there are now around 54 million households (based on the 2015 census data). That means that the proportion of households with a Jingū Taima is around 14%, as suggested by the survey quoted earlier. (This is a nice independent check, and suggests that the survey is fairly reliable.)

The Shinto establishment is very concerned about these numbers, as it sees the number of Jingū Taima distributed as the primary measure of the strength of Jinja Shinto.

There are reasons to think that the Shinto establishment is wrong about this. The survey quoted earlier is one piece of evidence for this; a lot of jinja activities are more popular than having a Jingū Taima. Indeed, the number of people who actually visited Jingū in 2019 was substantially higher than the number of Jingū Taima distributed that year. A personal visit to Jingū requires a lot more effort than simply obtaining a Jingū Taima and putting it on a kamidana. I have also seen indirect reports of discontent among priests with this emphasis, as they think that it distracts from more relevant activities. Nevertheless, I have seen no hint that the Shinto establishment is about to change its position.

One likely reason for this is historical. The distribution of Jingū Taima was a very important part of the pre-occupation Shinto system, and the Shinto establishment is, as noted earlier, implicitly committed to preserving much of that system. Another reason is probably that the income from Jingū Taima plays a central role in funding Jingū, particularly the Grand Renewal (Shikinen Sengū) every twenty years.

The Shinto establishment, however, says very little about the reason why Jingū Taima are so important, a situation that I am sure does not help promote them. The literature always says that it is very important to have one, but never says why. This appears to be because there are three theories of the function of the Jingū Taima with significant support in the Shinto world. One is that the Jingū Taima performs haraë for the household that has it. Another is that it houses the spirit of Amaterasu Ōmikami. The third is that it is a symbol of Amaterasu Ōmikami. Not only is it difficult to explain exactly what each of these means, there are definitely interpretations of each on which it is inconsistent with the others. Thus, if the Shinto establishment were to adopt one as its official position, they would lose the support of a significant number of priests (those who support one of the other positions), and this might not only reduce the number of Jingū Taima distributed, but could even lead to a fundamental split within Jinja Shinto.

My personal opinion is that this is a major problem for the Shinto establishment. In the absence of a clear statement of why people should have a Jingū Taima, I cannot see them having any sustained success in increasing numbers. However, a lot of their energy seems to be going into this problem, and thus not into solving other problems. Of course, if Jinja Honchō did decide to downplay this issue, they would have to do so quietly, so it may be that they are not, in fact, putting anything like as much effort into it as you might think from how it is reported. I suspect that this is not the case, and that too much energy is being wasted, while Jinja Shinto faces a wide range of other serious problems.








JINJA BOOM

A phenomenon that suggests the Shinto establishment should look away from Jingū Taima is the “Jinja Boom”. This refers to a recent surge in the number of people, particularly young women, visiting jinja. This can be seen in the numbers visiting Jingū. The number of people visiting Jingū always increases after the Grand Renewal, in part due to the publicity, and in part, I suspect, due to a desire to go to see the new buildings. Recently, annual numbers have been around 8.5 million visitors, and although that is down from the peak immediately after the Grand Renewal, which, as mentioned earlier, was over 10 million for the first time in history, it is not as far down as might have been expected. For comparison, twenty years ago, the same length of time after the previous Grand Renewal, there were 6.7 million visitors. There is, however, another big change. Twenty years ago, 2.3 million of those visits happened in January, while last year there were only 1.7 million visits in that month. That is, twenty years ago about 34% of the year’s visitors came for hatsumōdë, but now that is under 20%. A Jingū official has interpreted this as a sign that people feel closer to Jingū in general, rather than just seeing it as part of New Year events, and that seems to be a reasonable way of looking at it. It can also be seen as part of the more general Jinja Boom.

The Jinja Boom is also referred to as a “Powerspot Boom”. A “Powerspot” (“pawaasupotto” in Japanese; yes, that is just the English written in the Japanese syllabary) is a place with spiritual power, which people can share by visiting it. These are not limited to jinja, although jinja are a very typical example. Sometimes, the powerspot is even more specific: a tree or well in the precincts of a jinja, for example. People go to hug the tree, and thus get the spiritual power.

The official jinja reaction to this is interestingly conflicted. On the one hand, there are a number of reasons why they are not entirely happy about it.

First, being hugged is not good for trees, especially if thousands of people do it. I have heard, although not from a reliable source, of jinja putting the shimënawa that indicate a sacred tree onto one of the ordinary trees in the precincts, to stop people damaging the actual sacred tree. On a more religious level, in Shinto you are not, in general, supposed to touch the sacred, so hugging the sacred tree is right out.

Second, people who are visiting a jinja for the powerspots sometimes simply ignore the main sanctuary. This is deeply impolite to the kami, and ignores what the people who maintain the jinja see as its main purpose.

Third, the Shinto establishment does not see Shinto as a personal religion at all. It is not about your own ceremonies or good fortune, it is about praying for the Tennō, for the state, and for the local community. Personal rituals are permitted, and absolutely essential to the economic viability of almost every jinja in Japan, but they are not the point. People should be visiting their Ujigami Jinja to participate in the traditional annual rituals of the jinja. The Jinja Boom, on the other hand, is almost entirely about personal benefit, and involves travelling to famous jinja across Japan, regardless of where you live.

On the other hand, lots of people are going to jinja. Everyone who writes about it in Jinja Shinpō sees that as a good thing. If you visit a famous jinja in Tokyo at the weekend, there will be a substantial queue of people waiting to pay their respects, and many of them will want an o-mamori, a protective amulet, or a goshuin, a red stamp from the jinja, with the jinja’s name and the date you visited written on. Both of these are offered in return for donations, which are individually fairly small, but which add up.

Possibly even more important is the fact that most of these people are young (in their twenties or thirties), and many of them do take the trouble to research the proper etiquette. I think everyone can see that this could be the key to a revitalisation of Jinja Shinto, if they could just work out a proper response.

Some jinja have got into trouble with Jinja Honchō for responding in ways that the central organisation finds inappropriate, in particular in ways that feel too blatantly commercial. (This does not get reported directly in Jinja Shinpō, so there is an element of reading between the lines here, but I have heard a few things directly.) Others appear to be trying to turn this interest into a more enduring connection to particular jinja. It is, however, too early to say what the final result will be.









CHAPTER SEVEN


Three Jinja









SO FAR, THIS book has focused on describing Shinto in general terms, but, as I have stressed, Shinto practice is very local, changing significantly between individual jinja. In this final section, I will introduce three jinja in some detail.

The first, Jingū, is arguably the most sacred location in Shinto.

The second, Yasukuni Jinja, is, without a doubt, the most controversial jinja in Shinto.

Finally, I look at Shirahata Hachiman Daijin. This jinja is not at all famous. It is only significant because it is my
 Ujigami Jinja, and that makes it a good way to introduce a “typical” jinja.









JINGŪ





JINGŪ, IN ISË in Mië Prefecture, central Japan, is the most important jinja in contemporary Shinto practice. The main kami enshrined there is Amaterasu Ōmikami, the divine ancestor of the Tennō, and it has been the main site for the Tennō’s veneration of her for well over a thousand years. The tradition of popular devotion to the jinja goes back centuries, at least, and it was central to the practices of State Shinto in the years between the Meiji Revolution and the end of World War II. Since the war, it has been central to the Shinto establishment’s practices and vision of Shinto. Jinja Honchō refers to Jingū as the “honsō”, meaning something like “fundamental veneration”, and it is not officially referred to as a jinja; general references are always to “Jingū and jinja”.

While Jingū is not the only important jinja in Japan, and it is certainly possible to argue that the Shinto establishment places too much emphasis on it, its importance cannot be denied, and anyone who wants to understand contemporary Shinto needs to know the basics.








MYTHIC ORIGINS

Jingū is one of the oldest jinja in Japan. Its foundation certainly goes back to Japanese prehistory, as it is recorded as already existing in the oldest historical records of Japan. As an important jinja, there are myths telling of its origin. These are found in the Kojiki
 and the Nihonshoki
 , but also in the Enryakugishikichō
 , documents submitted to the central government in the early ninth century describing the history, sanctuaries, and rituals of Jingū, and in the Yamatohimënomikotoseiki,
 a text dating from somewhere around the twelfth century (probably — it claims to be older, and is known to have existed by the thirteenth century).

According to the myths, when Amaterasu Ōmikami’s grandson, Ninigi-no-mikoto, left the heavens to descend to, and rule, Japan, she gave him the mirror that had been used to lure her out of the stone cave of heaven. She told him to keep this mirror, Yata-no-Kagami, in his own chamber, and venerate it as her spirit.

The mirror is next explicitly mentioned during the reign of Sujin Tennō, the tenth Tennō, who was ruling from a palace in Yamato Province, which is roughly the same as contemporary Nara Prefecture, in central Japan. Sujin Tennō became afraid of the numinous power of the mirror, and felt that he could not rest easy with it in his palace. Thus, he entrusted it to his daughter, Toyosukiiri-himë-no-mikoto, who took it to a place nearby, called Kasanui-no-mura, and venerated it on behalf of the Tennō.

In time, Sujin Tennō’s son and successor, Suinin Tennō, entrusted the mirror to his daughter, Yamato-himë-no-mikoto, and she took the mirror on a journey. The Nihonshoki
 mentions a few stops around central Japan, while the Yamatohimënomikotoseiki
 gives a much longer journey with many more temporary jinja at which the mirror was venerated. There are a number of jinja that, these days, claim to be one of these sites; they often call themselves “Moto-Isë”, which means “former (or original) Isë”.

After the long journey, Yamato-himë-no-mikoto came to Isë Province with the mirror, and Amaterasu Ōmikami spoke to her, expressing her desire to stay in this country.

“This Isë, land of the wind of the kami, is washed by the unceasing waves of the eternal country. This is a beautiful country. I want to stay here.”

In obedience to the kami’s wishes, Yamato-himë-no-mikoto ceased her travels, and began the veneration of Amaterasu Ōmikami, as manifest in the mirror, on that site. This is traditionally dated to around 2,000 years ago.

It is generally agreed that this cannot have been exactly how Jingū was founded. Apart from anything else, neither Sujin Tennō nor Suinin Tennō is thought to have actually existed, and 2,000 years ago is before there was a powerful lord in Yamato, and before recognisably Shinto rituals were being performed.

However, the legends may reflect actual events. Sujin Tennō’s name as given in the Kiki legends actually means “The first ruler of the land”, and so he may represent the first ruler of Yamato. (Jinmu Tennō, the legendary first Tennō, also has a name meaning “The first ruler of the land”, and so does Ōjin Tennō, Sujin Tennō’s great-great-great-grandson, so this identification is not entirely straightforward. Some scholars suggest that all three Tennō are legendary versions of the same person.) That would put him in the mid to late third century, as best we can tell from archaeology, and thus his granddaughter, Yamato-hime-no-mikoto, would have been active in the late third to early fourth centuries. There is archaeological evidence of rituals taking place in the area of Jingū from around the fourth century, so the dates then match up. The custom of daughters of the Tennō serving at Jingū continued until the fourteenth century, and so that element of the legends is also entirely reasonable. The legends also include very few overtly supernatural elements, which means that if you move them forward about three centuries, they do not sound at all implausible. This explains why many people take the claims of “Moto-Isë” jinja seriously; there is no real reason to doubt that the mirror was venerated at a number of different locations before arriving at Isë, even if the claims of a particular location may be less secure.

Nevertheless, in the end the mirror came to rest in Isë, where it is said to remain, as the goshintai of the most sacred sanctuary of Jingū.








SANCTUARIES

Jingū is, strictly speaking, 125 jinja. The most important are the two Goshōgū, generally known as the Naikū (Inner Sanctuary) and Gekū (Outer Sanctuary), and almost everyone who visits Isë pays their respects at both. The other 123 jinja are much more obscure, and much less visited. In part, this is because they cover a wide area; one of the subsidiary jinja is about 40 km away from the Goshōgū. The jinja also cover a wide range of scales. The two Goshōgū are large complexes of buildings, while some of the other jinja have no buildings at all, just fences around the sacred area to stop people wandering across it.

Obviously, it is impossible to describe all of the jinja in this essay, so I will focus on the Goshōgū. The other 123 jinja will be largely passed over in silence.








THE GOSHŌGŪ


Physically, the two Goshōgū are very similar. Both are built of unpainted hinoki wood and thatched with reeds, with some pieces of gilded metalwork as decoration. At the heart is the main sanctuary, a rectangular building with its long axis east-west, and the entrance facing south. The beams at the two ends of the roof extend above the ridge line in a V-shape, and these are known as chigi, while a number of cylinders of wood, known as katsuogi, rest on the ridgepole and perpendicular to it (so that the katsuogi are oriented north-south). This is all that can be seen of the main sanctuary under normal circumstances, as you cannot get close to it; the whole area is too sacred. The building has a raised floor, with a veranda that runs all the way around, and the veranda railing is decorated with a number of coloured metal spheres. A flight of wooden steps, with a thatched roof, runs up to the veranda in front of the door. The area underneath the floor is open, and high enough for people to walk upright underneath the sanctuary.

The main sanctuary of the Outer Sanctuary is about 10 metres by six metres. The ends of the chigi are cut off vertically, and there are nine katsuogi. On the other hand, the main sanctuary of the Inner Sanctuary is about 11 metres by 5.5, the ends of the chigi are cut off horizontally, and there are ten katsuogi. They are thus very
 similar, but not quite identical.

Near the main sanctuary are two treasure halls, the East and West Treasure Halls, which are similar in design, but smaller and simpler. At the Outer Sanctuary, the treasure halls are to the south of the main sanctuary, while at the Inner Sanctuary they are to the north.

The area containing these buildings is surrounded by a fence, the mizugaki. Even priests only enter the mizugaki for the most sacred matsuri. The mizugaki is surrounded by another fence, the uchitamagaki (“Inner Jewel Fence”, although it is a simple wooden fence). There is not much space between the mizugaki and the uchitamagaki. Outside the uchitamagaki is the tonotamagaki (“Outer Jewel Fence”), and while this is close to the uchitamagaki on the north, east, and west, there is a space to the south, known as the nakanoë, which contains a torii. Outside the tonotamagaki is a fourth fence, the itagaki (“Board Fence”, and this one really is a fence made of boards).

The fences all contain gates in the north and south, and the outer two also have gates in the east and west. People pay their respects from the south, facing the doors to the main sanctuary, although they are not visible. Most people enter the gate in the itagaki, and pay their respects at the south gate in the tonotamagaki. However, if you are a member of the Worshippers’ Association, or make a special donation, you can get permission to pay your respects one level further in. (I have never done it by one-off donation, but as the lowest level of membership of the Worshippers’ Association is only ¥3,000, or about $30, I doubt that a particularly large donation is required.)

For this, you are expected to dress smartly (suit and tie for men, or formal Japanese dress), and sign in with the priests on duty to the left of the gate. They then purify you, and lead you round the side and through the west gate in the tonotamagaki to the nakanoë, where you pay your respects in front of the torii. Normally, they take people through one family or group at a time, but on busy days several groups may go together.

One notable absence from all the sanctuaries at Jingū is a prayer hall. The ceremonies are all conducted outside, in the areas in front of the sanctuaries. The ground here is covered with fist-sized black and white stones, the colours separated into blocks, and you simply stand and perform the normal double bow, double clap, single bow ritual.

If you visit either of the Goshōgū, you will notice an empty space to one side of the sanctuaries, the same size as the whole sanctuary site, with a small wooden structure near the middle. This is the site on which the new sanctuary will be built in preparation for the next Shikinensengū, or Grand Renewal, so whether it is to the east or west of the sanctuaries depends on which cycle the Grand Renewal is in. If I recall correctly, as of 2020 it is to the east.

The small wooden structure covers the Shin-no-Mihashira, or “Heart Pillar”. This is a simple wooden pillar that is set in the ground underneath the centre of the main sanctuary. It does not reach the floor of the sanctuary, and it is said to be directly underneath the point where the mirror is enshrined.

The two Shin-no-Mihashira may be the most sacred places in Jingū. They are replaced in every Grand Renewal, but the rituals involved are secret, with only a tiny number of priests permitted to attend. The contents of the rituals are also not widely known (although it is possible that there are documents in an archive somewhere describing them), but one involves asking the tree that will form the pillar for permission to cut it down, and the other is for setting the pillar in place. Until the late nineteenth century, the offerings of food at major matsuri were made in front of the Shin-no-Mihashira, not in front of the main sanctuary, which means that many scholars believe that the Shin-no-Mihashira was the original form of the sanctuaries. The kami were called down into the pillar and venerated there, before returning to their homes. The buildings, on this theory, came later. However, while the pillar is known to have existed in the ninth century, there is no solid evidence for earlier practice.

Amaterasu Ōmikami is enshrined in the Inner Sanctuary, which is formally called Kōtaijingū. It also enshrines two other kami: Tajikarao, the kami who pulls Amaterasu from the stone cave of heaven in the myth, and Yorozuhatatoyoakitsuhimë, the daughter of Takamimusuhi and the mother of Ninigi-no-Mikoto (and, thus, Amaterasu’s daughter-in-law). These two kami are almost entirely neglected in discussions of Jingū. At Jingū, Amaterasu Ōmikami is formally referred to as “Amaterashimasu Sumeōmikami”, which has much the same meaning as the more common name.

The Outer Sanctuary, formally called Toyoukëdaijingū, enshrines Toyoukë Ōmikami. Toyoukë Ōmikami is a kami of food and drink, and the general necessities of life, and according to legend was not venerated at Isë when Jingū was founded. The legend says that Yūryaku Tennō, in the fifth century, had a dream in which Amaterasu appeared to him and said that she was not happy living alone at Jingū, and wanted him to bring Toyoukë Ōmikami to look after her meals. Toyoukë Ōmikami was originally enshrined on the Japan Sea coast of Kyoto Prefecture, traditionally at a jinja now known as Kono Jinja, which is also said to be one of the places at which Yamato-himë-no-mikoto stopped on her travels.

Yūryaku Tennō did exist; he is, I believe, the first of the Tennō for whom there is near-universal consensus that he was a real person who ruled at the dates given in the Nihonshoki
 , as he is mentioned in both Chinese documents and in inscriptions found on swords from the period. (It is quite possible that the five Tennō before him were also real, but the supporting evidence is less good.) The fifth century is also a plausible date for the foundation of a jinja, and if the Inner Sanctuary was actually established in the fourth century, the Outer Sanctuary would have been founded later, thus making the relative chronology in the legends correct. Thus, this origin myth may well be basically accurate, leaving aside the question of the origin of the Tennō’s dream.

The Outer Sanctuary enshrines three other kami, in addition to Toyoukë Ōmikami. However, there are no known records of which kami they are.

With a handful of exceptions, notably including the Grand Renewal, matsuri at Jingū are performed at the Outer Sanctuary before they are performed at the Inner Sanctuary. The fundamental daily matsuri is only
 performed at the Outer Sanctuary. Further, there is a long-standing tradition of paying one’s respects at the Outer Sanctuary first when visiting Jingū. I will talk about the matsuri later, but it seems that one factor in the tradition of visiting the Outer Sanctuary first may be geography. The two sanctuaries are about five kilometres apart, and the Outer Sanctuary was, and is, near the point where most people arrive in Isë. (These days, the Outer Sanctuary is an easy walk along a well-marked road from the railway station.) However, more spiritual reasons are also given. Meiji Tennō, when it was suggested that he should visit the Inner Sanctuary first, vetoed the idea, saying that it was necessary to visit the Outer Sanctuary first to calm his spirit before approaching the sanctuary of Amaterasu Ōmikami.






MATSURI

More than 1500 matsuri are performed at Jingū every year, not including the ceremonies that are performed at the request of visitors. Seven hundred and thirty of those are repetitions of the same matsuri: the twice-daily offering of food to the kami, known as the Higoto Asayū Ōmikësai. Most of the others are part of an annual cycle of agricultural matsuri, centred on the Kan’namësai, which is celebrated in October.

One unusual thing about Jingū is that it is very nearly self-sufficient as far as the annual cycle is concerned. The food offerings are sourced from farms, fields, and fjords (OK, they aren’t really fjords, just coastal areas, but that wouldn’t alliterate) controlled by Jingū, and the ceramic vessels used to make the offerings are also made within Jingū. One of the jinja in Jingū is dedicated to the production of salt from sea water, for example.

The matsuri have changed over time. In particular, major changes were made after the Meiji Revolution, and I will occasionally mention some of those changes. However, I will focus on the way that the matsuri are performed today, primarily because I do not know exactly how they were performed in the past. The Higoto Asayū Ōmikësai and Kan’namësai are the most important of the matsuri, and thus I will describe them in some detail. Many of the other matsuri are of great interest in themselves, but details will have to wait for a book about Jingū.








HIGOTO ASAYŪ ŌMIKËSAI


“Higoto Asayū Ōmikësai” means “Daily Morning and Evening Great Food Offerings Matsuri”. To the best of my knowledge, this name has a long history, and it remains accurate, as well as straightforward. The priests at Jingū claim that this matsuri has not been missed even a single time in the whole history of the jinja; that’s over 1500 years, so I am skeptical on general principles, but we can say with confidence that the matsuri has, as a rule, been performed twice a day for over 1200 years, and has been very close to perfectly maintained.

This matsuri is not open to the public, but it is not secret, and Jingū publishes photographs and descriptions of many parts of it. It has a number of interesting and unusual features.

First, it is not performed at the Inner Sanctuary, but at the Outer Sanctuary, and it is not performed in the sacred area in front of the main sanctuary of the Outer Sanctuary, but rather in a small building called the “Mikëden”, or “Hall of Food Offerings”, which is found within the outermost fence, the itagaki, of the Outer Sanctuary, at the back. This hall contains six sitting mats: one each for Amaterasu Ōmikami and Toyoukë Ōmikami, one each for the kami enshrined with them in the main sanctuaries, and one each for the kami enshrined in the most important subsidiary jinja associated with each sanctuary. Before the late nineteenth century, however, there were only three seats: one for each of the two main kami, and one for the other kami enshrined in with Toyoukë Ōmikami. Even earlier, before the first records, it seems likely that there were only two, and before the Gekū was founded there was, presumably, only one, possibly on a different site.

At almost all other jinja, the food is offered in front of the main sanctuary, so the assumption is that there must be a particular reason for the way it is done at Jingū. One theory is that the Mikëden is older than the Gekū. That is, when Jingū was first founded, the food offerings were made on this site, and when, a couple of centuries later, the Gekū was built there to enshrine the kami of the offerings, the sanctuary was essentially built around the offering hall. This would fit with the practice of the older Imperial rites, in which food is offered to Amaterasu Ōmikami in buildings within the palace, but not in places where the kami is permanently enshrined. Of course, we have no evidence for how the rites were performed at Jingū before the Outer Sanctuary was founded, and archaeology is unlikely to be precise enough to tell us, so it is impossible to say for sure. I do, however, think that this is probably a relic of the original form of the rites here, whatever that form was.

The matsuri starts with the preparation of the offerings. Water is drawn by a priest from a well near the Outer Sanctuary, a well that is itself one of the jinja that compose Jingū. While drawing this water, the priest must take care not to let his shadow fall on the water in the well. The offerings are prepared in the Inbiyaden, “Hall of the Sacred Flame”, and the flame itself is produced with a friction drill. A priest spins one piece of wood in a hollow formed in another until the heat of friction creates a fire. The flame arising from this is regarded as pure and sacred.

The offerings consist of rice, sake, two kinds of fish, seaweed, a vegetable, a fruit, salt, and water. The details vary depending on the season, but everything is grown or caught in particular locations, specifically for the offerings at Jingū; nothing is bought from a normal shop. The salt, as mentioned earlier, is made by evaporating sea water. As this takes place in fields, the salt is far from being pure white, and comes in hard blocks rather than single grains. The offerings are placed on or in simple unglazed ceramic vessels, along with chopsticks, and then they are all placed in a large wooden chest, which is hung from a pole that two priests then place on their shoulders, so that one walks in front, followed by the chest hanging from the pole, followed by the second priest. These chests are called “karahitsu”, and are used to take offerings into jinja in many contexts. The priests then process from the Inbiyaden to the Mikëden, and the offerings are placed in front of the seats of the kami.

These days, the matsuri is performed by five priests, of different ranks, so that all priests at Jingū have served in this rite many times. Before the Meiji Revolution, however, it was the responsibility of a priest and a “mono-imi”. “Mono-imi” is made up of the words for thing or spirit and for purification, and it referred to young girls, who played a central part in most rituals at Jingū, supported by their fathers (who were known as “Mono-imi-chichi”, or “Mono-imi-fathers”).

This rite anchors daily practice at Jingū, but the annual cycle centres on the Kan’namësai.






KAN’NAMËSAI


Literally, “Kan’namësai” means “Kami Licking Matsuri”. However, for once the literal meaning is misleading. “Namë” also means “food offering”, and the character for licking is used because that was, apparently, part of an ancient Chinese ritual — it seems that the metaphorical meaning had been acquired before the character was first used in Japan. The matsuri is concerned with offering food and drink to the kami of Jingū, and is the most important of the annual matsuri. It is held in mid-October.

The offerings are almost all prepared at Jingū (for legal reasons, some of the sake cannot be), and there are many other matsuri concerned with this preparation, particularly with growing and harvesting the rice.

The first difference from the daily offerings is the sheer amount of food and drink offered. Forty two dishes are offered, along with the necessary chopsticks. There are three plates of rice, three of rice cakes, three jars of each of four different kinds of sake, seven kinds of fish, three kinds of shellfish (including abalone prepared in three specific ways), two kinds of bird, two kinds of seaweed, two kinds of vegetable, two kinds of fruit, salt, and water.

These offerings are made twice during the matsuri. The first offering, Yuki no Yūbë no Ōmikë, is made at ten pm. (This means “Sacred Grand Food Offerings of the Evening”.) The second, Yuki no Ashita no Ōmikë, is made at two am the following day. (This means “Sacred Grand Food Offerings of the Morning”.) Following that, at midday, offerings of cloth are made, and at six pm, sacred dance is performed.

Unlike the daily offerings, these offerings are made in front of the Goshōgū, at the base of the steps leading to the doors. This, however, is a post-Meiji alteration. Before those changes, the offerings were made in front of the Shin-no-Mihashira, under the floor of the Goshōgū. Similarly, the offerings used to be made by priests and Mono-imi, but now they are made by all the priests, led by the Saishu, a close female relative of the Tennō (currently his sister). The Saishu does not refer back to the Mono-imi, but rather to the Itsuki-no-Himëmiko, or Saigū, an Imperial princess who represented the Tennō at Jingū from the seventh to the fourteenth century.

The matsuri is performed first at the Gekū, where the offerings take place on the 15th
 and 16th
 of October, and then at the Naikū, on the 16th
 and 17th
 . Ceremonies are also performed at all the other 123 jinja that make up Jingū. Although almost all the priests are involved in the ceremonies at the Goshōgū, the other jinja are obviously honoured by smaller groups, so that many ceremonies can be done at the same time, and even so the whole programme takes eleven days.

While the night-time ceremonies are not open to the public, there are often special arrangements made so that small groups of people can observe them; the worshippers’ association, for example, arranges something like this every year. Naturally, the observers are outside the sanctuary fences, so that it is only possible to observe the procession of priests taking the offerings in, and then maybe hear something of the ceremony itself. I would like to attend one at some point, but the dates have not worked out yet.






THE GRAND RENEWAL

The Grand Renewal, or Shikinen Sengū, is the most important matsuri at Jingū, and the largest scale Shinto matsuri in Japan. It is performed every twenty years. All the buildings of the main jinja are rebuilt, the sacred treasures of the kami are remade, and the goshintai, and thus the kami, are moved from the old structures to the new. All told, it takes eight years, and there are 33 major ceremonies involved. It also costs about ¥50 billion (around $500 million), paid for entirely by private donations.

The most recent Shikinen Sengū was in 2013, and was the 62nd
 .

The first Shikinen Sengū was carried out in 690. There was a period of about 120 years from the late fifteenth to the late sixteenth century when the full, formal Sengū could not be carried out due to ongoing civil war, and there have been a number of other delays (for example, the first one after WWII was delayed by four years), but the tradition has never been abandoned.

Until the fifteenth century, the Naikū and Gekū Sengū were carried out in different years, with the Naikū first and the Gekū normally two years later. At this time, the Sengū was normally performed during the Kan’namësai: the first food offering was performed at the old sanctuary, then the kami moved, and the second food offering was performed at the new sanctuary. However, from the seventeenth century, the two sanctuaries came to be renewed in the same year, which meant that the Sengū could not take place during the Kan’namësai without doing the Gekū first, or changing the order of the Kan’namësai. Instead, the Sengū was done a few weeks earlier. Since Japan changed to the Gregorian calendar, the Naikū Sengū has always happened in the night of October 2nd
 , and the Gekū Sengū in the night of October 5th
 . However, these dates are set by the Tennō, and he could set different dates if he so wished. Historically, the Sengū has been held on a range of dates, at different times of the year, so it is not beyond the bounds of possibility that a future Tennō might move them. It is, however, unlikely.

There is no consensus on what the Sengū means, or on why it is carried out every twenty years, but there are a range of theories. One theory is that it represents the death and rebirth of the sun kami, but no-one in the Shinto world accepts that, largely because it bears no resemblance to what actually happens in the ritual. The most popular theories are some variant on the idea that it preserves and restores the youthful energy of the kami.

As for the interval, most of the theories I am aware of are practical. For example, the sanctuaries are built in an ancient style, with the pillars set directly into the ground, and have thatched roofs, so they need maintenance, at least, after twenty years. Alternatively, a twenty year interval between Sengū allows most craftsmen to experience three, which helps to ensure the continuity of the necessary skills. Again, it may be because rice can be kept for twenty years, and the structures are based on ancient rice granaries.

In addition to the dozens of buildings in the sanctuaries, there are about 1,500 sacred treasures, of about 800 different kinds, and these are also made anew every time. Until the Meiji period, the old treasures were kept for one further cycle, and then destroyed. Now, however, the old treasures are moved to museums, and a selection can be seen in the Jingū museums. The treasures fall broadly into five categories. There are clothes for the kami; objects, such as combs and mirrors, for everyday life; tools, such as swords, bows, spinning and weaving equipment, and musical instruments; furnishings for the sanctuaries; and items used during the procession from one sanctuary to another. All of these items are made carefully in accord with the ancient style. This can cause problems. One problem is the disappearance of craftsmen who can make the items. A thousand years ago, the techniques were common, but this is no longer the case, and there are said to be several items that, at the last Sengū, were made by the only craftsman with the necessary skills. This is likely to get worse. Another problem is getting the necessary materials. For example, one of the musical instruments is a koto, which has to be decorated with crested ibis feathers. Unfortunately, this bird is now critically endangered in Japan, and getting hold of feathers legally requires considerable effort. (It seems to be recovering, however, so this is one thing that may be easier next time.)

The wide range of necessary skills and materials means that Jingū is not self-sufficient for Sengū. Originally, the wood was taken from the mountains around Jingū, but that supply was over-logged by the thirteenth century, and areas of central Japan supplied the wood instead. In the early twentieth century, a plan was made to grow the necessary trees on the mountains around Jingū, and put into effect. As certain parts of the buildings need trees that are at least five centuries old, the plan is still in its early stages, but at the last Sengū, for the first time in seven centuries, some of the wood (about a quarter) was taken from the land around Jingū itself.

The materials used in the sanctuaries are also recycled. The most famous example of this is that the large poles supporting the roofs of the main sanctuaries are used to make the torii that stand at either end of the bridge leading to the Inner Sanctuary, and those torii are moved to two sites of historical importance on the pilgrimage route to Isë at the next Sengū. However, this is far from being the sum of it; almost all the buildings are reused. Most are disassembled and shipped to jinja around the country, where they are rebuilt as new main sanctuaries. As the most recent Sengū happened two years after the Great East Japan Earthquake, a lot of materials were sent to stricken jinja in Tōhoku. The treasures are not recycled; as mentioned above, they are sent to museums.

The matsuri and events associated with Sengū start, as mentioned earlier, almost eight years before the Sengū itself, with a matsuri asking permission to take the wood that will be used to build the sanctuaries. There are further matsuri to mark the beginning and end of various stages of construction, or to purify the ground where the new sanctuaries will be built. Many of these matsuri do involve Mono-imi, who these days are children of elementary school age (most are girls, but a few matsuri have boys), and generally the children of priests at Jingū. The ceremony to purify the ground for the new sanctuary is also one of the very few in Shinto to include a living animal as an offering: a white chicken in a bamboo cage. (To the best of my knowledge, it is still living at the end of the matsuri.)

Most of these matsuri are viewed by invited attendees, but there are exceptions in both directions. Two classes of event are open to public participation, basically by the residents of Isë, but other people may participate if they can get an invitation. (Again, the worshippers’ association organises this.) The first is the dragging of the trees that will form the main pillars to the places near the sanctuaries where they will be shaped. These are big trees, so moving them is a big effort, and needs a lot of volunteers. The trees for the Gekū are dragged over the roads on a wheeled cart, while those for the Naikū are dragged up the Isuzu river on a sled. The second is providing the white stones for the ground in the precincts. These are also dragged on carts and sleds, and then the people who dragged them take one stone each, wrapped in white cloth, and carry it into the innermost part of the new sanctuary, to place it on the ground. This, naturally, happens some months before the kami move, but the sanctuaries are basically complete, making this the only opportunity for most people to see the new buildings up close. Last time, I was able to participate, thanks to one of my wife’s friends.

At the other extreme, the matsuri associated with preparing and emplacing the Shin-no-Mihashira are secret, and no-one apart from the handful of priests directly involved is allowed to be present.

The actual transfer of the kami takes place shortly after nightfall. The Saishu, the chief priests (Jingū has two, a senior and a junior), the priests, and people who have been invited to serve just for the event are directly involved, and dignitaries, such as the prime minister, are invited to attend. Attendees can see very little, because the whole ceremony is performed in the dark; all lighting in the area is extinguished. There are photographs, but they are normally underexposed and blurred, as they have been taken in the dark with a long exposure.

The mirror that is the sacred goshintai of each sanctuary is placed inside a chest by the chief priests, and that chest is placed inside another chest, which is carried by two priests. They are surrounded by a white curtain, which is carried by several other priests. The procession involves musicians, including one who plays a koto, which has to be carried by two other people, as well as people bearing swords, umbrellas, and spears. Only the priests carrying the goshintai walk along the centre of the path, on a carpet laid on a mat that is rolled out in front of the procession, and rolled up again behind them.

After the ceremony, the old sanctuary is just a building again, and one or other is often opened to the public for a while, before it is dismantled. Last time, this was the Outer Sanctuary, and I was able to go to see it.

The opportunities to participate in or see the things associated with Sengū are only really worth it if you understand what it means, because the things you can actually see are very limited. However, if you do understand the matsuri, the opportunities are really worth it.








CULTURAL SIGNIFICANCE

Jingū has been a very important jinja ever since its foundation, and it has been an important part of popular Shinto devotion for centuries. As mentioned earlier, from the seventh to fourteenth centuries, the Tennō was represented by an unmarried female relative, known as the Itsuki-no-Himë-Miko, or Saigū (after the place where she lived), who attended the most important matsuri of the annual cycle. The extent to which other people could pay their respects at Jingū were limited by law.

From around the thirteenth century, Jingū came to rely more on support from the general population, and began to send minor priests, called onshi, around the country to connect to people, including delivering o-fuda representing prayers at Jingū. Worshippers came from every level of society, from the shogun who ruled in practice to ordinary farmers.

During the Edo period, from roughly 1600 to 1850, it was a commonplace that people wanted to visit Isë at least once, and the onshi helped to organise the pilgrimages. These pilgrimages involved a lot of entertainment on the way, and Isë itself had extensive “pleasure quarters” (not a euphemism; there were brothels, but that wasn’t the only entertainment on offer). People could visit the sanctuaries, but personal prayers were offered, with kagura, at the homes of the onshi.

During the Meiji Revolution, after 1868, this all changed. The onshi were abolished, the pleasure quarters (and a fair bit of the town) were swept away, and the families who had served at Jingū for over 1,200 years were all fired. Unlike at many jinja, it actually took at Jingū, no doubt because it was so central to the government’s policy for the role of Shinto, and most priests at Jingū now are not hereditary. The government also radically changed the matsuri, and there was a serious plan to move Jingū to Tokyo and rebuild it in reinforced concrete. That plan was personally vetoed by Meiji Tennō, fortunately. At first, there were no provisions for personal prayers, but popular pressure led to the creation of “kaguraden” (“Halls of Sacred Dance”) where such prayers could be offered, and that is where individuals can have ceremonies performed at Jingū even today.

After the war, the Occupation forced a separation between Jingū and the state. This was a complete break with tradition; Jingū had always been supported by, and closely entwined with, the state and the Tennō.

As discussed earlier, Jingū has never been more popular. It had over 10 million visitors in 2013, the highest number ever, and the numbers were still well over 8 million five years later, almost reaching 10 million again in 2019. However, the number of households with Jingū Taima is dropping, and nothing the Shinto establishment has done has stopped that, much less reversed it. Once again, the form of reverence for Jingū seems to be changing.

Jingū has changed a lot over its history, but its importance is ever-renewed, just like the sanctuaries themselves.









YASUKUNI JINJA





YASUKUNI JINJA IS located in central Tokyo, very close to the Imperial Palace. It was founded in 1869, as Tokyo Shōkonsha, to enshrine the spirits of those who had died fighting for the Tennō, and continued to perform that function, supported by the state, until 1945. Since 1946, it has been an independent religious corporation.

It is, by a significant margin, the most controversial jinja in Japan. In this chapter, I hope to explain the factual background, and the positions that different people hold on the jinja. However, I am writing from a particular position, just like everyone else, and in the case of Yasukuni Jinja, it is, I think, best to make that clear at the beginning. I will do my best to not let my position influence my descriptions of the facts of the case, but readers should, at least, be able to take it into account.

I find Yasukuni Jinja problematic because it was founded to symbolise certain aspects of Japan in the late 19th
 and early 20th
 centuries, and those aspects are the ones that I think were mistakes. Specifically, Yasukuni Jinja was a symbol of militarism, imperialism, the political use of the Tennō, and the government’s Shinto policy. The jinja is, today, institutionally committed to the position that those were not mistakes in themselves, which means that I think there are fundamental problems with the jinja as it is now. On the other hand, a lot of the common criticisms of the jinja are simply inaccurate, based on a lack of understanding of Shinto in general and Yasukuni Jinja in particular. This put me in the odd position of wanting to defend Yasukuni Jinja from a lot of the criticisms I read, while also wanting to criticise a lot of the defences I found.

I should also mention that a senior staff member at Jinja Honchō kindly gave me some of the books I used to research this chapter, while one of my patrons on Patreon, who is associated with the jinja, gave me another book and was generous with time to answer my questions. I also visited the jinja, and formally paid my respects, and the priests were, on that occasion, completely polite. I do not expect them to agree with my position on Yasukuni Jinja, but thanks to their assistance I have been able to understand the jinja much better.








PRE-WAR HISTORY

Yasukuni Jinja was founded in 1869, on the instructions of Meiji Tennō, to enshrine the spirits of those who had died fighting for the Tennō against the Japanese who supported the Tokugawa government. At that time, it was called Tokyo Shōkonsha, the “Sacred Gathering Place of Spirits in Tokyo”, and over the next ten years or so more people were enshrined, both those who had died fighting resistance to and rebellions against the new government, and those who had been executed by the Tokugawa government for their desire to overthrow the Tokugawa and replace them with direct Imperial rule. Some of those people were executed for their beliefs, others for killing people associated with the Tokugawa government. The explicit and clear rule was that only people who had died since 1853 qualified; precise decisions were made in secret, and even today there are people who disagree with some of the choices made. (1853 is the year that Commodore Perry, a US naval officer, sailed warships into Tokyo Bay and demanded that Japan accept international trade or suffer the consequences.)

Yasukuni Jinja was, from the very beginning, closely associated with the military, and the practical work involved in its foundation was mostly carried out by a general, Ōmura Masujirō, who was assassinated shortly afterwards and is now commemorated by a large bronze statue that stands in the centre of the sacred path to the sanctuary at the jinja. The jinja was managed by the government departments responsible for the military, and for most of the pre-war period that meant that the Army and Navy ministries had primary responsibility, with the Home ministry, which was responsible for all the other jinja in Japan, supporting them. The first priests were drawn from groups of Shinto priests from what is now Shizuoka prefecture who had joined the Imperial forces in their advance on Tokyo, because Shizuoka was a Tokugawa stronghold and it was not clear what would happen to them if they returned home.

The first personal visit to the jinja by the Tennō was in 1874, when Meiji Tennō visited to pay his respects. This became a very important part of the mythology of the jinja: any Japanese person, no matter how humble, who gave his (or her) life in military service to the Tennō would, after death, be venerated by the Tennō in person. This was portrayed as a very great honour, and there is good evidence that a significant number of ordinary Japanese saw it as such.

In 1879, the jinja was renamed Yasukuni Jinja, and given official status as a Shinto jinja, supported and regulated by the state. It was given the rank of “Bekkaku Kanpeisha”, which means “Special Status Jinja Receiving Imperial Offerings”. Yasukuni Jinja was not the first jinja with this status (that was, I think, Minatogawa Jinja in Kōbë), but this status was reserved for jinja that enshrined people who had died serving the Tennō in a military capacity, and so Yasukuni Jinja soon became the representative example of the class. The name of the jinja is taken from ancient norito, including the Ōharaëkotoba, and means “peaceful country”. The characters with which it is written, however, are taken from a Chinese classic, in keeping with the standard Japanese custom.

At the point when the jinja was renamed, almost everyone enshrined in Yasukuni Jinja had died fighting other Japanese people on behalf of the Tennō.

In these early years, the jinja seems to have been seen by ordinary people more as a place of entertainment than as a solemn place of remembrance. The grand festivals were accompanied by sumo tournaments, horse racing, a fair, and even the first western-style circus to perform in Japan. Many of these entertainments were discontinued in later years, but the sumo tournaments lasted through the war.

From the 1880s, Japan started to be active outside its own territory, and Japanese troops who had died overseas, fighting non-Japanese, began to be enshrined. As Japan’s imperial project got underway, with the 1895 Sino-Japanese War in which Japan took control of the island of Taiwan, Yasukuni Jinja became more important, enshrining those who had died in the imperial wars.

In 1882, the jinja’s museum, Yūshūkan, was opened. It had been built with money left over from a donation from Japanese nobles to pay for hospitals for Imperial troops wounded during the last major civil war of the establishment of modern Japan, the Seinan War, and its name was, as for the jinja itself, taken from a Chinese classic. This museum was primarily a war museum, showing modern weapons, and later the spoils of war. Its popularity increased along with that of the jinja, as Japan’s military victories, and government promotion of them, influenced more of the population.

Another influence was, of course, the increase in the number of people who had a relative enshrined at Yasukuni. As of 1889, just under 15,000 people had been enshrined from the civil wars accompanying the formation of the Meiji government. The Sino-Japanese War added another 13,619, and the introduction of conscription meant that they were drawn from all levels of society, all across Japan. The Russo-Japanese War, in 1904–5, added 88,429, and it seems that this is the period when Yasukuni Jinja started to be viewed as a war memorial by most people.

Yasukuni Jinja was an important part of the Japanese approach to war. Soldiers really did tell each other that they would meet again in Yasukuni, and children who had lost their fathers did travel to the jinja to “meet” them, and wrote essays in which they said that they had felt their fathers watching them from the inner sanctuary. By the time of the Pacific War, children were taught about Yasukuni Jinja in school, and encouraged to honour the spirits who had sacrificed themselves for their country.

Enshrinement at Yasukuni Jinja is not automatic upon death. Rather, the spirit of the dead individual (these days always called an “eirei”, or “noble spirit”) must be called to the jinja, and then formally enshrined in the main sanctuary. In the pre-war period, the Army and Navy Ministries passed on lists of names, and the jinja enshrined them at special matsuri held immediately before the jinja’s grand festivals. The families of the deceased were invited, and were sent discount tickets for travel to Tokyo, and for various attractions in the capital. The sacred palanquin holding the spirits of the war dead was taken from the “Spirit Gathering Garden” to the main sanctuary, but normally followed a very long route through, and sometimes around, the jinja precincts, so that it could be seen by the bereaved people lining the route.

It is important to note that no-one is buried at Yasukuni Jinja. The spirits of the war dead are enshrined, and the names of all those who have been enshrined are kept in a set of sacred lists, which are now housed in a special earthquake- and fire-proof vault behind the main sanctuary, but the bodies of the dead were returned to their families if possible, often after cremation on the battlefield, so that they could be buried in family graves. Yasukuni Jinja never claimed exclusive control of the dead.

Because there are no physical remains involved, thousands of people can be, and were, enshrined in a single ceremony. This might well lead to tens of thousands of the bereaved attending, even with a limit on the number of people per family (initially two, later reduced to one), and so the ceremonies required a great deal of planning. However, during the Second World War, the death rates soared. The dead from the Manchurian war, from 1931, numbered 17,174, while those who died in the China war, from 1937, numbered 191,215. The Pacific War, after the USA entered the war in 1941, saw the deaths of 2,233,748 people who were to be enshrined in Yasukuni Jinja. The enshrinement ceremonies simply could not keep up, and not even ten percent of them had been enshrined when Japan surrendered. In November 1945, under the watchful eyes of the Occupation authorities, Shōwa Tennō attended a special enshrinement ceremony at which all the remaining war dead were enshrined at once.

Since then, the ceremonies have been restricted to adding names of people newly confirmed to have died during the Second World War. No Japanese war dead from later conflicts have been enshrined, for the very simple reason that there are no Japanese war dead from later conflicts.








POST-WAR HISTORY

The post-war enshrinement ceremony was held as a matter of urgency because the priests at Yasukuni Jinja were not at all sure that the jinja would survive. Indeed, the occupying forces were initially minded to burn it to the ground. Yasukuni Jinja attributes the change of heart to the intervention of a Catholic priest, Bruno Bitter, who was the Vatican’s representative at the time. He was asked for his advice, and said that every nation had the right and duty to honour its war dead, and that if the US did raze Yasukuni, it would be a blot on their record for all time. It does seem likely that this was influential; in any case, the Occupation forces declared Yasukuni Jinja off-limits to Allied personnel, and did not damage it.

Its situation did change radically, however, as, in December 1945, the Occupation issued an order separating jinja and the state. Yasukuni Jinja, which had always been a part of the state, was now independent, and had to fend for itself. It quickly incorporated itself as a religious corporation, as the alternative was dissolution, and began the search for a new status. The museum, Yūshūkan, was closed, and the buildings later taken over as offices by an insurance company. The rent from this was, apparently, very important in allowing Yasukuni Jinja to survive the post-war period. It is also important to note that several of the major structures in the jinja were donated, in the pre-war years, by insurance companies, so this may have been a mutually agreeable solution.

A new chief priest, Tsukuba Fujimaro, was appointed early in 1946, and he served until 1978, overseeing a number of important changes. Some of these were minor, but symbolic. For example, the dates of the jinja’s grand festivals (Yasukuni Jinja has two every year) were moved from the anniversaries of the triumphal parades for the Army and Navy after the Russo-Japanese War to dates that were arrived at by some sort of calculation based on the equinoxes and transferring the dates to the solar calendar; this only moved them by a few days, but it replaced the link to military victories with a link to traditional Japanese practices for venerating the dead. (The grand festivals are in April and October. The descriptions I have read are not very clear, but as best I can make out, they took the solar dates of the equinoxes in 1946 and moved the festivals to the days that had the same numbers in the lunar calendar in the that year, then kept them on those solar calendar dates.) More substantially, the jinja began marking popular festivals, such as the Doll Festival (Hinamatsuri) in March and the Star Festival (Tanabata) in July.

The most important change in the early period was the beginning of the Mitama Matsuri, or Spirit Festival. In July 1946, a group of veterans and bereaved families came to Yasukuni Jinja, with the jinja’s permission, and held a traditional dance in the precincts. This dance, a Bon dance, was and is a traditional part of the summer festival of remembrance of the dead. One of the priests at the jinja was inspired by this to organise something more formal the following year. He was supported by the chief priest, and by Yanagita Kunio, a very influential ethnographer and an expert on Japanese folk religion. Thus, the first Mitama Matsuri was held in 1947, in mid-July, one possible date for the traditional festival of the dead. (The festival, O-Bon, was traditionally held in the middle of the seventh month of the lunar calendar, which is some time in August. These days, it is normally celebrated in mid-August, but that clashes with the anniversary of the end of the war. Yasukuni Jinja is not the only place to mark it in the seventh month.) This festival grew to become one of the most important events at the jinja, with many decorated lanterns donated to light up the precincts, some personally decorated by famous individuals. Normally, there are many food, drink, and entertainment stands in the precincts as well; these were briefly banned in 2016 and 2017, as there were too many problems with people getting drunk, and leaving litter, but they were reinstated in 2018.

Another important event was the foundation of Chinreisha (Spirit Calming Jinja) in 1960, on the initiative of Chief Priest Tsukuba. Chinreisha enshrines everyone who has died in war since 1853, as long as they are not enshrined in Yasukuni Jinja. Thus, it enshrines, among others, Japan’s non-military war dead, everyone the Japanese killed in Asia, all the Allied troops who died fighting Japan, and the Japanese who died fighting against the Tennō in the late 19th
 century. Chief Priest Tsukuba believed that this was the will of Shōwa Tennō, and in this connection it is worth noting that the Chief Priest was born a member of the Imperial family, and thus had the opportunity and standing to know what the Tennō was thinking.

Official visits to Yasukuni Jinja continued after the war. The prime minister who negotiated the peace treaty and saw the end of the occupation, Yoshida Shigeru, visited after the peace treaty with the Allies had been agreed, but before it had actually come into effect. He visited a further four times during his premiership, between 1951 and 1954. Indeed, a lot of post-war Prime Ministers visited to pay their respects; there have been more than sixty such visits, and Satō Eisaku, who won the Nobel Peace Prize for his opposition to nuclear weapons, visited eleven times while in office. (He is one of the longest serving Prime Ministers in Japanese history, which is part of the reason for the high number of visits.)

Shōwa Tennō did visit Yasukuni Jinja in person several times after the war. The first, as noted earlier, was for the emergency enshrinement ceremony in late 1945. The second was in October 1952, at the first grand festival after the end of the Occupation. In 1964, the national memorial service for the war dead was held in the jinja precincts, around the statue of Ōmura Masujirō, and the Tennō attended as usual, although it appears that he did not formally visit the jinja. He visited at the October grand festival in 1965, marking the 20th
 anniversary of the end of the war, and in 1969, marking the centenary of the foundation of the jinja. In 1975 he visited in November to mark the 30th
 anniversary of the end of the war. That was his last personal visit, although he continued to send official emissaries to the Grand Festivals.

There are a number of theories as to why Shōwa Tennō did not visit again, but one concerns the jinja’s enshrinement policies. Although all the remaining war dead had been enshrined at once in late 1945, Yasukuni Jinja still wanted to have names to write in the book. It is important to the jinja to remember all the individuals who gave their lives. However, as a private organisation, it was not clear how they would get those names. In the end, it was agreed that they would cooperate with the Ministry of Health and Welfare, which was responsible for pensions for the war bereaved. This was debated in the Japanese Diet, and there was, in the 1950s, no opposition. The names of the war dead were collected and passed on to the jinja, which enshrined them. Many people, including members of the Imperial family, helped to write the names in the jinja’s official records. Anyone who fought and died for the Tennō was enshrined, including a substantial number of Taiwanese and Koreans, and a handful of people who later turned out to not, in fact, be dead.

In addition, a decision was taken early on to enshrine those executed by the victorious Allies, or those who died in prison. This is consistent with the founding ideology of the jinja, where people who were executed by the Tokugawa government were enshrined very early on. The jinja’s position is that they died for the Tennō. However, most of them were executed because they had been convicted of war crimes, which made things more controversial.

The most controversial were the so-called “Class A” war criminals. This sounds as though it means “particularly evil” war criminals, but in fact it means high-level leaders who had not personally committed war crimes (that was class C), and could not be shown to have directly ordered troops to commit them (that was class B). The class A war criminals were convicted of “crimes against peace”, for waging a war of imperialist aggression in Asia. (By a panel of judges representing the UK, France, the Netherlands, and the USA, among others. The Indian judge on the panel returned a not guilty verdict, on the legal grounds that their actions were not in violation of any recognised law when undertaken, and on the moral grounds of, to paraphrase heavily, “you’ve got a bloody cheek”. He has a monument in the precincts of Yasukuni Jinja.) For a long time, the Class A war criminals were not formally enshrined. Their names were passed to the jinja, and the governing body approved their enshrinement, and passed it along to the chief priest for the final decision.

Chief Priest Tsukuba sat on it, and did not enshrine them. To the best of my knowledge, there is no record of why.

Tsukuba was succeeded by Matsudaira Nagayoshi, a former Naval officer, who enshrined them in 1978. There are records, in the form of a memo kept by Shōwa Tennō’s assistant at the time, that the Tennō was, to put it mildly, not pleased with that decision.

This blew up into a major international controversy when Nakasonë Yasuhiro, the then prime minister, visited Yasukuni Jinja on the 40th
 anniversary of the end of the war, on August 15th
 1985. This created an international outcry, and marks the real beginning of Yasukuni as a diplomatic problem. (It was, incidentally, Nakasonë’s tenth visit as prime minister.)

The last Tennō, who ascended the throne in 1989 and abdicated in 2019, never visited Yasukuni Jinja in person as Tennō (he did visit earlier in his life), although he continued to send emissaries to the Grand Festivals, and other members of the Imperial family have visited. (The current Tennō has, at the time of writing, been Tennō for less than a year, and has not yet visited Yasukuni Jinja in person as Tennō.) Prime Ministerial visits have remained controversial, and rare. Koizumi Jun’ichirō visited every year while in office, for a total of six visits, against a background of international outcry.

The current prime minister, Abë Shinzō, has visited once, on the first anniversary of taking office for the second time, and he made a point of also paying his respects at Chinreisha. Nevertheless, that caused an international outcry, and he has not visited since, although he continues to send offerings to the Grand Festivals.

A few years ago, Tokugawa Yasuhisa, a direct descendant of the last Tokugawa shogun, was appointed as chief priest. The jinja was founded to honour people who died to overthrow his ancestors. He retired a couple of years ago, and his successor was forced to resign last year after indicating in an internal meeting that he thought the then-Tennō was hostile towards Yasukuni Jinja. I think this was unfortunate, as Yasukuni Jinja needs to be able to consider its future openly, without being restricted by what is “supposed” to be the case.

This is because the jinja is facing a serious problem for the future. 2019 was the 150th
 anniversary of its founding. 2020 is the 75th
 anniversary of the last time anyone new was enshrined there. As a central war memorial, it faces a problem that more countries should have: it is nearly 75 years since any member of the Japanese military (or not-a-military-honest Self Defense Forces) died under conditions of war, so the number of living people with a direct personal connection to the enshrined spirits is falling. The youngest people with parents enshrined there are in their seventies. The jinja is aware that its place in Japanese society is changing, and is trying to find a new role, but it is well aware that there are many problems with doing so. After all, the jinja is, in itself, often considered to be a problem for Japan.








CONTROVERSY

People often talk about “the Yasukuni Problem”, in both English and Japanese. However, I think that oversimplifies the situation. There are lots of controversies about Yasukuni Jinja. All of them are, naturally, tied up with Japan’s war legacy, but, as far as possible, I want to stay away from the problem of the war itself; it is a large problem that I cannot deal with here, and that has little direct connection to Shinto.

One controversy, however, is over the extent of Yasukuni Jinja’s responsibility for the war. In one sense, of course, it was not responsible at all. It was a single jinja, and the chief priest was not ordering battalions of men into battle. It was, however, a central part of the state propaganda that supported the war, and there is an important sense in which it did, and does, symbolise the militarist Japanese state. I suspect that this controversy cannot be resolved, because the answer depends too strongly on how you look at the question, and there is no obviously right way to do so. It certainly cannot be resolved without resolving the question of who was responsible for the war, which is the big problem I want to avoid.

The controversies that affect the jinja directly can be divided roughly into three groups: controversies over who should run the jinja, over who should be enshrined in the jinja, and over who should visit the jinja.

The controversy over who should run the jinja is quite straightforward: some people, mainly on the right wing, think that the state should run it, others think that it should be a non-state entity, and still others, mainly on the left wing, think that it should be closed down. The last group know that they have no hope of winning a legal case, ironically due to decisions taken by the occupying Allies. Until the end of the war, Yasukuni Jinja was run by the state, and did not think of itself as a religious institution, because jinja were not religious in general. The Americans, however, wrote a Japanese Constitution that guaranteed freedom of religion, and required Yasukuni Jinja to become a religious corporation independent of the state, thus ensuring that the government could not interfere with it, let alone close it.

The people who want to return Yasukuni Jinja to its original status face the same problem. It would be clearly and flagrantly unconstitutional for the state to take a hand in running a religious corporation. Yasukuni Jinja has asserted its religious status in court numerous times since the end of the war, so there can be no doubt that it is legally a religious corporation, and it would be necessary to revise the constitution to make this possible. The Shintō Seiji Renmei is in favour of such a change, but it does not have widespread support.

On the other hand, a lot of people who support Yasukuni Jinja are nevertheless in favour of its remaining a non-state institution. One reason for this is that if the state ran the jinja, it could close the jinja, or order changes in its activities, and although right-wing parties broadly sympathetic to Yasukuni Jinja tend to hold power in Japan, that is not guaranteed. Indeed, on some occasions when there has been a real chance of the state taking over, changes were proposed to the rituals at the jinja that the priests, and the supporters of the jinja, strongly opposed; this is one reason the jinja has not been taken into state control. Yasukuni Jinja does have a strong base of popular support, and its religious status makes it immune to interference from politicians who dislike it. On the other hand, some people who are opposed to Yasukuni are nevertheless in favour of its current status, on the grounds that people who do want to honour the war dead in this way should be allowed to, even if they should be criticised for it.

A related controversy concerns the information that the government supplied to facilitate the post-war enshrinements. The argument is that this is unconstitutional, as it involved giving government support to a religious group. The counter-argument is that the government bodies were simply making information available in response to a request, and that anyone could make the request. Here, the counter-argument is a little disingenuous. I do not think that the government would give me a full list of the war dead if I went and asked, so why did they do so for Yasukuni Jinja? On the other hand, the government did not pay Yasukuni Jinja’s expenses, and it is clear that the policy had widespread support at the time. The courts cannot order Yasukuni Jinja to stop making use of the information now that it has it; that would be interfering with its religious activities. It is also not clear to whom the government could be ordered to pay compensation, and, obviously, fining the government is an exercise in futility. It is not even worth ordering the government to stop offering the information, because it did, decades ago. There is, it is true, an interesting theoretical problem about the separation of religion and state here, but in practical terms it is nothing more than a way for people opposed to Yasukuni Jinja to attack it.

There are three broad classes of controversy over who should be enshrined in Yasukuni Jinja. The first concerns the Japanese people who fought against the Imperial army around the Meiji Revolution, the second concerns ordinary people who were enshrined “against their will”, and the third concerns war criminals.

The first controversy is entirely internal to people who support Yasukuni Jinja. Some people from areas that fought against the new government want the people from their area who died in the battles to be enshrined in Yasukuni. The jinja, despite having been, for several years, headed by a Tokugawa who is on record as not accepting that the people defending the Tokugawa government were traitors, is reluctant to do this. The issue here is closely linked to the purpose of the jinja. Does it exist to enshrine people who fought for the Tennō, or people who fought for Japan? If the former, which was the original purpose, then the Tokugawa armies should obviously not be enshrined. If the latter, then there is a good argument that they should be: they were fighting for Japan, after all.

There are three main groups of ordinary people who are said to have been enshrined “against their will”. Obviously, the people who are actually enshrined are dead, and cannot complain, and so the complaints are brought by relatives on their behalf.

The first are Koreans and Taiwanese, particularly Koreans. (Interestingly, the Taiwanese seem to be much less bothered about it. A former prime minister of Taiwan formally paid his respects at Yasukuni Jinja because his father was enshrined there.) They complain that this is a continuation of Japan’s colonial rule, and demand that their relatives be removed from the jinja. In an interesting contrast, troops from the UK’s colonial possessions have just recently been formally added to First and Second World War memorials in the UK, and this appears to be generally seen as a good thing.

The second are people who are religiously opposed to Shinto, mainly Christians and particular varieties of Buddhist. They claim, in court, that the enshrinement of their relatives violates their religious freedom, and more generally that they find it offensive.

The third are Okinawans. Many are enshrined as having died while helping the Japanese army, while their relatives claim that they were actually killed by the Japanese army.

One complicating factor in these claims is that it is not always clear that the dead people themselves were opposed to being enshrined in Yasukuni Jinja. In some cases it is very likely, but in other cases the beliefs of the dead person are less clear, so the focus is on the beliefs of the people bringing the complaints.

A number of court cases have been launched to try to compel Yasukuni Jinja or the government to remove these people. The court cases have all failed, for very clear legal reasons. Yasukuni Jinja is a private religious corporation, and the constitutional guarantee of freedom of religion means that the state cannot interfere with its religious activities. The choice of whom to enshrine is clearly a religious activity, so the government cannot interfere, and the courts cannot order Yasukuni to change things. The Japanese courts have been very clear that “freedom of religion” does not allow you to prevent other people from practising their religion as they see fit.

Yasukuni Jinja also refuses to voluntarily remove anyone from the jinja. Part of their position is that it is theologically impossible to “unenshrine” someone. They use the analogy of passing a flame to a candle. You can add many flames, but not take them out again.

My personal opinion is that this is slightly disingenuous. Even if it is not possible to separate one spirit from the Yasukuni kami, it is possible to dismiss all of the spirits, or move them somewhere else, and start again, only enshrining the right spirits. You would probably not want to do that more than once, but it is clearly a theological option.

More important, I think, is the jinja’s position that it has a duty to enshrine everyone
 who died for the Tennō, no matter what. That is not a minor issue; it is the whole reason for the jinja’s existence. If the jinja starts picking and choosing, it is claiming the right to decide who is worthy of veneration, and it is not supposed to do that. Indeed, just dying for the Tennō in a military context makes you worthy of veneration at Yasukuni Jinja, all by itself. There is no judgement of whether you were heroic, or even competent, involved.

This is obviously closely connected to the third issue: the enshrinement of war criminals. Although attention focuses on the Class A war criminals, every Japanese person who was executed for war crimes by the Allies is enshrined in Yasukuni Jinja. Yasukuni Jinja’s position is that the jinja has a duty to enshrine everyone, no matter what, and that includes them. The opposition say that it is glorifying war criminals. This is why Yasukuni Jinja is described as somewhere that war criminals are worshipped.

As should be obvious to anyone who has read this book, that last description is based on a fundamental misunderstanding of how Shinto veneration works. No-one at Yasukuni is worshipped in that sense. The jinja’s position is that all the eirei are now purified, so that the crimes they committed in life are no longer relevant. That is a direct application of Shinto beliefs about haraë, and so no kind of special pleading. It does not, however, do anything to convince the other side. This issue comes down to the question of the meaning of Yasukuni Jinja, a large question to which I will return.

There are also three issues surrounding the question of who should visit Yasukuni Jinja, about the Prime Minister, the Tennō, and everyone else. I will take them in reverse order.

Many supporters of Yasukuni Jinja believe that every Japanese person has a duty to visit the jinja and pay their respects to the war dead. They insist that it is thanks to the sacrifice of the eirei that wealthy and peaceful contemporary Japan exists. Further, they insist that Yasukuni Jinja is the only place where it is appropriate to do that, because that is what was promised to the eirei before they died. Failing to venerate Yasukuni Jinja is breaking a promise to the dead.

Many opponents of Yasukuni Jinja say that no Japanese person should visit the jinja, because it is a symbol of the Imperialist, militarist regime that caused so much suffering in Asia, and in Japan itself. They see visits to Yasukuni Jinja as a way to glorify Japan’s war record, overlooking the crimes. This is the official position of the South Korean and Chinese governments, and is shared by their populations. It is, interestingly, not the official position of the governments of all the other countries Japan occupied, despite the way it is often portrayed in the West.

Both of these groups are very sensitive to visits, or failures to visit, by significant figures, and no figure is more significant than the Tennō. He is constitutionally defined as the symbol of the Japanese nation and people. It is therefore very important that it is more than forty years since the Tennō has visited Yasukuni Jinja in person.

The first thing to note here is that there might well have been no deep reason why Shōwa Tennō did not visit after 1975. If we look at his postwar visits, he attended on the occasions of significant anniversaries, so we might have expected a visit in autumn 1985, to mark the 40th
 anniversary of the end of the war. However, that was in the immediate aftermath of Prime Minister Nakasonë’s visit, when Yasukuni Jinja was a very hot political topic. A visit by the Tennō at that point would have had serious political implications, and the Tennō is not supposed to do things like that. Soon after that, Shōwa Tennō entered his final illness, which provides a good reason for him not visiting thereafter. People who are opposed to the jinja pick up on his expressed unhappiness with the enshrinement of the Class A war criminals and say that he was opposed to the symbolism of the jinja, but that is not, I think, clear.

On the other hand, the previous Tennō did not personally visit even once in his thirty years on the throne. This was not due to a lack of interest in visiting jinja; he visited a lot of jinja, and reputedly showed quite a deep knowledge of them when he was there. It was also not due to a lack of interest in paying respects to the war dead; he made several overseas trips to the sites of important battles with that explicit purpose. There must have been another reason. Opponents of the jinja say that it was due to his opposition to its position, which is certainly possible, but hard to reconcile with the fact that he always sent a formal emissary to the grand festival. If he had wanted to cut the jinja off, he would presumably have stopped that as well. Supporters of the jinja blame the “liberal media” and “foreign interference”, and suggest that, if the Prime Minister started making official visits, the Tennō would also be able to.

Through researching this problem, I have come to suspect that the reason may be slightly different. The previous Tennō took his constitutional role extremely seriously. In the discussion of his abdication, people even suggested, in print, that he took it too seriously, and could just lighten up a bit rather than abdicate, but the opinion attributed to people who actually know him was that this was not an option. His constitutional role is as a symbol of all the people of Japan. Thus, as long as a significant number of the people of Japan strongly oppose any veneration at Yasukuni Jinja, he could not visit, because he would not be representing those people. His emissaries, however, were sent in a private capacity, and thus did not represent the people of Japan; they just represent him.

If this is right, then Prime Ministerial visits would be no help at all, and foreign opinion is of little relevance. The important thing is the split in public opinion within Japan. However, this is just my speculation. It also says nothing about the opinion of the current Tennō. If he does visit Yasukuni Jinja in person, we will know that he takes a different view, but if he does not, it will be some years before we can be sure that his position is similar to his father’s.

Whatever their connection to the Tennō’s actions, Prime Ministerial visits are, of course, important in their own right. Roughly speaking, the Japanese right wing loves them, and everyone else hates them. The Japanese right wing takes them to be an expression of national pride and respect for the war dead, while everyone else takes them to be an expression of militarism and a denial of Japan’s war crimes. They really, really upset the Chinese and South Koreans, cause problems in international relations, and the Prime Minister gets sued within Japan for violating the separation of state and religion.

Overall, the result of the court cases has been that the Prime Minister can certainly visit in a personal capacity, but that it may be unconstitutional for him to visit as Prime Minister. However, it is hard to sue, because you need to show a legal interest in the case, and the courts have ruled that people do not have a legally protected right to not be upset by the Prime Minister. Some people have tried claiming that the visits violate Article 9 of the Japanese constitution, which renounces war, but this is a hard argument to make. You would need a very tight link between the visits and war to make it stick, and that is far from obvious.

What do the Prime Ministerial visits mean? I strongly suspect that it depends on the Prime Minister. The early post-War visits were, most likely, just a matter of course, like any other head of government visiting their country’s war memorial. After the controversies became fierce, of course, the visits had a lot more meaning. Koizumi’s visits look a lot like attempts to appeal to his political base, and further establish his image as a mould-breaking politician, but I haven’t looked at them in detail. The most recent visit, by Abë, strikes me as a bit different.

First, he has a long history of honouring Yasukuni Jinja. The claim that he was motivated by personal belief is extremely plausible. Second, he visited on December 26th
 2013, the first anniversary of the beginning of his second term as Prime Minister, but a date of no significance to the jinja itself, nor in Japan’s military history. Third, at the subsequent press conference he emphasised that he prayed for peace and vowed that Japan would never wage war again. Finally, and possibly most important, he also visited Chinreisha. Taken together, these suggest to me that Abë visited because he sincerely believed that Yasukuni Jinja was the right place to honour the war dead, but that he wanted to ensure that his visit did not express support for militarism, or suggest that he was ignoring Japan’s war crimes; remember that Chinreisha enshrines the victims of those crimes, among others.

Nevertheless, there was an outcry. He has not been back since. To me, that suggests that he has accepted that he cannot control how his visits are interpreted, and that the interpretation that was placed on them was one that he did not intend. The Shinto establishment would very much like him to go back, but personally I think he has made the right decision.

Many of these controversies revolve around the meaning of Yasukuni Jinja, and I would like to finish by considering that question. What does Yasukuni mean?








MEANING

Yasukuni Jinja itself looks much like any other jinja. Indeed, the most distinctive feature is that the main sanctuary is split into an inner and an outer chamber, and if you go to formally pay your respects, you do so from the outer chamber of the main sanctuary, not from the prayer hall. This, however, does not tell us much about how the jinja sees itself. The main sanctuary is certainly not decorated with military banners, unlike, it must be said, most Anglican cathedrals.

To see how the jinja sees itself, you need to visit Yūshūkan, the jinja’s museum. This was refurbished about twenty years ago, and is often described as a revisionist museum that portrays Japan as the good guys in the war.

Well, yes and no.

It does not follow the Allied narrative of the war. Because Yasukuni enshrines people going back to 1853, it starts the narrative there, and there is quite a heavy emphasis on western colonialism, and the claim that Japan was defending itself, and trying to liberate Asia, from that colonialism. There is very little discussion of the war crimes Japan committed, nor of the oppression of its colonies. It is clearly a one-sided narrative, and if you want a balanced presentation of early twentieth-century Asian history, I can’t recommend it.

On the other hand, a whole floor of the museum is room after room dedicated to the people enshrined there. The walls are covered with portraits of them, while the display cases show things that they left behind. One case shows some of the bride dolls that were made by their parents and offered to the jinja so that unmarried sons could get married in the afterlife. I found it impossible to go through those rooms without a profound sadness for all of these young lives lost. Certainly, they are all portrayed as brave and patriotic, but I really cannot see how those rooms could be interpreted as suggesting that it would be a good idea to do it all again. They put dozens of faces to the human cost of war.

The meaning of Yasukuni Jinja is, to put it mildly, contested. Opponents say that it whitewashes Japan’s war crimes, glorifies war, and promotes militarism. There are, indeed, some people who go to Yasukuni with that intent, but the jinja authorities do not, I understand, encourage them. The jinja itself sees its function as promoting peace. They believe that war is sometimes necessary to preserve peace, and that the Pacific War was such a war. Yasukuni Jinja is quite consistent in this claim, from the name of the jinja to everything that they say in their literature. Given that, it is not right to say that anyone visiting Yasukuni Jinja is thereby glorifying war. That might be how the critics interpret it, but it is not how the people visiting see it. They are expressing their grief at the sacrifices, and their gratitude to the people who made those sacrifices in a war that they see as necessary.

As I said at the beginning of the essay, this is where I have a problem with Yasukuni Jinja. I can see why people who lost children or parents in the war would want to believe that they died nobly, as part of achieving an valuable end. But I do not believe that the war was necessary. I think it was a terrible mistake, and that the overwhelming majority of people enshrined there lost their lives in the service of goals that were morally wrong. I do not believe that this makes the deaths any less tragic, or any less worthy of commemoration, and I believe that Yasukuni Jinja could acknowledge this without abandoning its fundamental function. Nevertheless, it does not, and so, in the end, I cannot support it.





安かれ国を見守ってください。過ちは繰り返させませぬから。









SHIRAHATA HACHIMAN DAIJIN





SHIRAHATA HACHIMAN DAIJIN is an ordinary jinja. It is about eight hundred years old, which is neither particularly old nor particularly new, and has a primary dedication to one of the most common kami. It is located in a suburb of Tokyo, which is urban but not overwhelmingly so, and while it does have a resident priestly family, they are also responsible for eight other jinja, which is neither particularly high nor particularly low. It has festivals and practices that are not found at any other jinja, but then so does any other jinja. In short, the only thing that makes it special is the fact that it is my Ujigami Jinja.

This makes it the perfect choice for an example of a normal jinja.








PRECINCTS AND BUILDINGS

The front entrance to the jinja is approached along a small side road off one of the main roads through the area. The junction has a convenience store on the left and a vegetable field on the right, and the first torii of the jinja is visible straight ahead. The road runs straight up to the entrance, and then forks to run along either side of the precincts.[image: ]


The torii stands at the foot of a flight of stone steps, with trees to either side, and halfway up, on the left, is a purification font, with a roof. At the same level, on the right, is the entrance to the lower floor of the kagura-den, the hall for sacred dance. This room is used for preparation for various matsuri. The steps continue up to another stone torii, and beyond that is a flat, grassed area. The kagura-den is to the right, overlooking the grassed area. There is a short flight of steps up to a stone platform in front of the prayer hall, and this platform is quite large. At some matsuri, it accommodates a large number of people who are watching events in the prayer hall, but who do not get to enter.[image: ]
 [image: ]


The prayer hall itself has a wooden floor, and short bamboo screens hang below the ceiling all the way around. Several dozen people can be seated in the main area of the prayer hall, in front of a raised platform, where the priests perform matsuri. The prayer hall is roughly this shape: 凸 The narrower section is in the rear, and the raised platform covers the full width of the wide section, as well as occupying the whole of the narrow section. This narrow section is technically the offering hall of the jinja, but there is no barrier between it and the prayer hall. At the rear of the offering hall is another flight of steps, leading to the doors to the main sanctuary. Offerings to the kami are set out on several an, which are placed on the steps, and the priests read norito while kneeling in front of another an at the base of the steps. Non-priests do not normally enter the offering hall, but all the priests participating in major matsuri sit there.[image: ]


To the right of the prayer hall as you approach from the main entrance, and connected to it, is the jinja office and home of the resident priests. There is a juyosho, where omamori amulets and ofuda sacred tablets are available, opening onto the stone platform, but the main entrance to the jinja office is on the same level as the grass, and there are a couple of steps up from the entrance hall. The public areas of the jinja office include a tatami-mat waiting room, which is quite large, and a wooden-floored corridor with a view onto a small Japanese garden, between the waiting room and the sanctuary buildings.

Behind the main sanctuary, up a steep hill, there is a small woodland, which includes many mountain cherry trees that blossom in spring.[image: ]


The current main jinja buildings were completed in 1973, using local zelkova wood, and the decoration was deliberately kept simple, so that it would be easy to keep the buildings clean. Unfortunately, the wooden floor of the prayer hall was laid directly over the concrete foundations, making it very cold in winter and very hard at all times, but other than that the buildings are impressive, with deep eaves and green copper tiles on the roof, wooden pillars, and traditional sliding wooden doors all around the prayer hall. The precincts are also very attractive. The priests and ujiko keep everything tidy, and professional gardeners are brought in as necessary for larger tasks. The trees include several varieties of blossoming cherry, azaleas, camellias, maples, and gingko, so that there is something blooming or with coloured leaves at most times of the year. Many visitors comment on what a nice jinja it is, and the priests say that one of the best things about being priests at Shirahata-san (as it is often called in the neighbourhood, in a style that is very common for jinja across Japan) is living and working in such a beautiful environment.[image: ]









HISTORY

There is some question over when the jinja was founded. The leaflet that the priests used to hand out claimed that it was originally founded in 1061, in connection with a military campaign in northern Japan, but in conversation they said that it was founded in the late twelfth or early thirteenth century, albeit still in connection with the eleventh-century military campaign. Both claims are plausible, as the Minamoto clan, which provided the leader for the military campaign and the leaders of the twelfth to thirteenth century Japanese government in Kamakura, not so far from Shirahata-san, was closely connected to Hachiman Ōkami, claiming the kami as their tutelary kami and founding a number of jinja with that dedication. In any event, there is no reason to doubt that the jinja goes back to this period, as many Hachiman jinja were founded around then due to Minamoto influence, even if not by the Minamoto themselves.

The hereditary priestly family, the Koizumi, claim descent from the Ōshū Fujiwara, a powerful clan of northeastern Japan. (They share a name with the Fujiwara of the capital, who effectively ruled the country from the ninth to eleventh centuries, but I believe there was no actual connection.) The Ōshū Fujiwara were crushed by the Minamoto around 1200, which creates problems for the later date of foundation of the jinja; in the eleventh century, they were allied to the Minamoto, and a branch of the family might have been called on to serve at a new jinja. In any case, the priestly family were part of the warrior class during the period of the Tokugawa shoguns, from 1603 to 1868 (the Edo period), and were licensed by the Yoshida family as part of Yoshida Shinto. The jinja still has a significant number of the licenses. The last of these was issued in 1853, and the priest to whom it was issued remained the chief priest through the Meiji restructuring of jinja across Japan. It is also the easiest of the documents to read, by a substantial margin, and representative of the others. It reads as follows (the translation must reorganise the Japanese a bit to make coherent English):





This Shinto license is issued to Koizumi Dewa Provincial Governor Fujiwara Masahiro of Inagë Domain, Tachibana County, Musashi Province, priest of the four jinja of Shirahata Hachimangū and Kumanogū in Taira village, and Shō Hachimangū and Wakamiya in Shimo Sugao village. It authorises him to wear an eboshi and kariginu. He should conduct the business of the jinja devoutly and fairly in full accordance with past practice.

Kaei 7 (1853), 1st
 day of the 5th
 month

Head of the Kami Office





A similar document of the 12th
 day of the 6th
 month awards Masahiro the court rank of Junior Fifth Rank, Lower Grade.

These documents do not mean that the priest was actually the governor of Dewa Province (the Japan Sea coast of northeastern Japan), or that he actually had court rank. The Yoshida family appear to have handed these titles out to Shinto priests without consulting the Tennō, and given that there were fewer than sixty provinces, and Shirahata-san was definitely not one of the top sixty jinja in Japan at the time, it also seems likely that they handed out governorship of the same province to multiple priests. Junior Fifth Rank, Lower Grade is the lowest of the upper court ranks, which together with the “Provincial Governorship” suggests that the priests of Shirahata-san were of some importance in the period. (Four generations of the family are known to have held this court rank from the Yoshida, and nine generations, going back to the seventeenth century, are known to have held various governorships. It is possible that the documents granting rank to the earlier priests have simply been lost.) The importance of the jinja is also suggested by the story of the origins of the Negi Mai, which is discussed later, and by the fact that a number of local jinja were originally under their control, and ceded to junior branches of the family in later periods.

One interesting feature of the remaining documentation from this period is that it does not suggest any strong connection to Buddhism. The name of the jinja was “Shirahata Hachimangū”, which does not include the Buddhist “Bodhisattva” title that was often attributed to Hachiman, and the rites that we know to have dated back to that period do not have much of a Buddhist flavour. This is, perhaps, not surprising, as Yoshida Shinto emphasised the separate nature of Shinto and Buddhism.

When the Meiji government completely restructured jinja in the late nineteenth century Masahiro retained his position as priest, and he was succeeded by his son, Masaë. The current chief priest is his great-grandson, Naoho, and he will be succeeded in turn by his son-in-law, Sunao. This is despite the fact that the Meiji government abolished hereditary priesthoods, a legal change that had so little impact on them that the current priests did not even know it had happened.

The pre-war practice of merging jinja had rather more impact, as six local jinja were merged into Shirahata-san. At this point, the priests also moved their residence to be within the precincts of the jinja; previously they had lived some distance away, even though this was always the primary jinja for the area.

When jinja were released from government control after World War II, all priests had to register their jinja as religious corporations, or face having them disbanded. At this time, it seems that a rumour was going around the Kawasaki priests that the occupying US forces were going to suppress all jinja. Thus, when the priest at the time (the current chief priest’s father) registered the jinja as a religious corporation, he registered it as “Shirahata Hachiman Daijin”, a name that does not include any of the words for a jinja. There are several other examples of this in Kawasaki, but otherwise it is very rare.

The jinja, and the priestly family, lost most of their real estate assets in this period. The Meiji government seized all the land owned by jinja, and it was not all returned after the war. On the other hand, individual landlords had a lot of land seized and redistributed by the Occupation. As a result, while the family appears to have been quite wealthy, holding a lot of land locally and more in Tokyo, before the war, this is no longer the case.

After the immediate post-war period, however, the jinja seems to have been quite peaceful. It avoided being bombed during the war thanks to its (at the time) rural location, so there was no immediate need to rebuild, and it continued to be supported by the families who had always lived in the area. As Kawasaki continues to change, however, it is not clear whether that will continue into the future.








MATSURI

Shirahata Hachiman Daijin enshrines twelve kami. The three main kami are the Hachiman kami, identified at this jinja as Tamayorihimë no Mikoto, Jingū Kōgō, and Ōjin Tennō. The nine other kami appear to have come when other jinja were merged in. Izanami no Mikoto, Kotoshiro no O no Mikoto, and Hayatama no O no Mikoto are the kami of Kumano, in Wakayama Prefecture, and presumably came from the Kumano jinja mentioned in the Yoshida licence. Amaterasu Ōmikami will have come from the Shinmeisha that was merged in, and Tenmandaijin (Tenjin-sama) from the Tenmangū. Uganomitama-no-Mikoto is Inari, and thus doubtless came from the Inari jinja, while Okitsushimahimë no Mikoto is one of the three kami of Itsukushima Jinja, one of which was merged in. It is not clear why the other two kami who are normally venerated at that kind of jinja are not venerated here. The remaining two kami are Kunitokotachi no Mikoto and Yamato Takeru no Mikoto, who may well have come from the other jinja that was merged in the early twentieth century. Yamato Takeru no Mikoto is quite a popular kami in the area around Tokyo, as many of his legends take place in this area. Kunitokotachi no Mikoto is the first kami in the Nihonshoki
 main creation myth, and was central to Yoshida Shinto, so it is not surprising to find this kami here.

The mergers mean that all four of the most popular kami in Japan (Hachiman Ōkami, Amaterasu Ōmikami, Tenjin-sama, and O-Inari-san) are venerated here. In fact, Kumano is number five, and also enshrined. These kami are all enshrined in the main sanctuary, rather than in subsidiary jinja, although you would not know it from looking at the jinja’s name. We saw something similar at Jingū, where there are other kami enshrined in the Goshōgū, and I think this is fairly common. It is another factor that makes it hard to measure the relative popularity of kami; in the statistics I quoted earlier, Shirahata-san was only counted as a Hachiman jinja.

For the most part, the matsuri at the jinja are conducted according to the standards set by Jinja Honchō. The priests wear the standard vestments, and the matsuri have the normal structure. There are, however, a few points of difference, with an interesting range of reasons.

When I set up an interview to check details for this essay, I handed over a printout of my questions so that they could prepare, and one of them asked the reason why the masakaki in the jinja were the opposite way around from normal, with the mirror on the left as you looked into the prayer hall. By the time I went to do the interview, however, the mirror was on the right as you looked in; the priests had investigated, and discovered that it was not a tradition of the jinja. Rather, the company who put them in originally had got them the wrong way round and nobody had noticed. If I hadn’t asked, it may well have become a tradition of the jinja, leaving later scholars with the puzzle of how it started.

Another interesting feature of the items in the prayer hall is that all the an, sanbō, stands, and stools are lacquered in black, with gilded metal fittings on the an and other important items. This is unusual, as most jinja have them in plain hinoki wood. Apparently, when the new buildings were constructed and all the furniture replaced, they were all in unpainted hinoki. However, after ten years the wood changed colour, becoming tinged with red, except where something else was standing on it. This is, apparently, a natural feature of the wood (it has happened on my kamidana, as well), but the different colours did not look very good. Thus, they decided to have everything lacquered in black. This was, I gather, not cheap
 . It does, however, give the prayer hall an extra level of dignity.

The other notable differences have more religious explanations.

When a priest is preparing to purify the people having a formal prayer said, before he or she says the purification norito he or she often takes a small wand out of a box next to the ōnusa used for the main purification, and waves it over him- or herself. This is to purify the priest. This does have logic behind it; the priest purifies everyone else, but no-one purifies them. So they have to do it themselves. I have not seen this done at other jinja, but the priest does not always do it at Shirahata-san. If there are multiple prayers happening in succession, the priest only needs to purify himself the first time; he is still pure when the later prayers happen. Thus, it is possible that this does happen elsewhere, and I have simply failed to see it. It is not, however, part of the Jinja Honchō instructions for purification.

Similarly, the priest rings a set of small bells on a short stick (a kagura suzu) at the beginning and end of the norito. This, according to the priests at the jinja, is to notify the kami that the norito is beginning, and ending. This is interesting, because there is debate over the function of bells in Shinto ritual. One popular explanation is that they are rung to get the attention of the kami, which fits with this explanation. Another is that the sound is a form of haraë. The haraë theory seems to be the most common, but it seems that the other theory also has some support among priests.

The priests at Shirahata-san perform the daily offerings to the kami, but many other matsuri are performed, and the important ones are unique to the jinja.








FIRST RABBIT FESTIVAL


The First Rabbit Festival takes place on the first day of the rabbit in March. The twelve animals of the Chinese zodiac are used to identify days as well as years (and also times of day and directions, which is why the Japanese for “am” and “pm” literally translate as “before the horse” and “after the horse”), and the sequence does not reset, so this is a different day every year. It is an agricultural festival, and an important part of the jinja’s ritual year. However, it is arranged by the Hachiman Kō, not by the ujiko. Many of the people are the same, but the organisations are different. A Kō is a group of people who venerate a particular kami or jinja. In the area around Tokyo, Fuji Kō and Isë Kō were particularly common, and would organise pilgrimages to the relevant jinja. The Hachiman Kō appears to have been primarily responsible for this matsuri. The earliest surviving record is from 1722, but that is a record of a matsuri that was already happening, so its origin is unknown.

The first part of the matsuri is the creation of a large snake, woven from straw with turnips for eyes, burdock roots for horns, and a long carrot, cut so as to fork, for a tongue. This snake is hung on the torii at the top of the stairs in place of the normal shimënawa, and remains there until the summer matsuri in July.[image: ]
 [image: ]


After the snake is put in place, there is a standard matsuri in the prayer hall of the jinja. Two children play an important part in this, dressed in white kimono. Traditionally, these children are the eldest sons of members of the Kō, and five years old. During the baby boom there were some eldest sons who never got the chance to do it, but now the age has to be flexible, and occasionally girls are allowed to take the role. Apparently it has also been taken by a babe in arms. The grandfathers of the children also have a special role, wearing dark blue kimono and kamishimo (an old fashioned form of formal wear).

After the ceremony in the prayer hall finishes, everyone comes out, bringing an archery target and several bows and arrows. The target is set up next to the prayer hall, and then the sōdai shoot at the ground, using bows and arrows made from bamboo by members of the Kō. These do not shoot very well. Next, the children, assisted by their grandfathers, use these bows and arrows to shoot at the target. Finally, everyone shoots at the target with proper bows and arrows. “Everyone” can even include people not in the Kō; I have been invited to do it a couple of times. I don’t know whether someone could ask for a turn and be given the chance, but it is a possibility.[image: ]


This ceremony is a form of divination for the quality of the harvest. I assume that missing the target indicates a bad harvest, but no-one has said, and no-one seems to take that aspect of it very seriously. The targets, and ceremonial bows and arrows, are kept in the outer part of the main sanctuary until the next year; they can be seen when the doors are open for major matsuri. Although only one target is used for the shooting, there is a second, smaller target, which is simply offered to the kami.

Divination ceremonies for the harvest are common, but they take many different forms. While archery-based divination is one standard possibility, I am not aware of any other jinja that hang a straw snake on the torii for four months or so.

This is one of the major matsuri in the jinja’s annual cycle, and some people come to observe every year. However, because the day is not set by day of the week, it is normally held on a weekday morning, which means that it is less well attended than the matsuri that involve the Negi Mai, which I will discuss next.






NEGI MAI


The Negi Mai, which means “priestly dance”, is an important part of two major matsuri at Shirahata-san: the summer matsuri in July, and the Reitaiasai, or Grand Festival, in September. These two matsuri otherwise proceed much as they do at any other local jinja. There are normally stalls in the jinja precincts offering food (yakisoba, stir-fried noodles, is the standard, along with shaved ice) and fairground-type activities, a sumo competition is organised for young children, and there is also a children’s mikoshi, which is drawn around the area by local children (any local children may participate).

Shirahata Hachiman Daijin does not have a full mikoshi, and there are two reasons for this. The first is that the jinja in this area historically sent taiko (large drums) to the matsuri at Ōkunitama Jinja in Fuchū City, Tokyo. This jinja was the sōsha for Musashi Province, which means that it was a jinja near the provincial government headquarters at which all the kami of the province were enshrined so that the governor could pay his respects easily. Ōkunitama Jinja apparently still has taiko offered by people from this area in the Edo period.

After the war, the possibility of having a proper mikoshi was raised, but the priests ruled against it. A full mikoshi costs about ¥20,000,000, or $200,000, at least, and population shifts in the area meant that the priests were not confident of being able to find people to carry it. Spending that much on something that would be likely to remain unused did not seem a sensible idea.

The Negi Mai thus replaces a mikoshi procession as the central element of the matsuri. The formal matsuri, following the standard Jinja Honchō format, is held first, with only ujiko in the prayer hall, and then the stools are moved out, and everyone who can fit goes into the prayer hall to sit on the floor and watch the dance. The dance is normally performed by the chief priest, and traditionally only taught to his successor. It is accompanied by a simple drum beat on a relatively small taiko, and has six sections.

The first section is danced without a mask, and in normal priestly vestments, while carrying a gohei in one hand, and a kagura suzu in the other. As described earlier, a kagura suzu is bells for kagura (sacred dance), and consists of a number of small bells attached to two or three parallel metal rings with a rod running through the centre. The rod forms a handle, and the bells can easily be rung by shaking it. The kagura suzu is used in all the dances. The chief priest enters from the side of the raised platform, and first goes into the offering hall to read a norito. This norito is not read in the normal way, as prescribed by Jinja Honchō; it is read much more quickly, and sounds a lot like a recording I once heard of someone reciting a norito in the style recommended by Yoshida Shinto. In addition, the taiko is played while the norito is being offered. The priest then stands, and dances around the platform, waving the gohei. This dance purifies the ritual space.

He then goes off to the side again, and puts on a mask, hat, and robe to represent Sarutahiko no Mikoto, a kami who plays an important role in the descent of Ninigi no Mikoto, the ancestor of the Tennō, to earth. The mask is red, and has a long nose, which is traditional for portrayals of this kami. For this dance, the priest carries a sword, which is waved around the platform again.[image: ]


The next change is to represent Amë-no-Uzumë no Mikoto, the wife of Sarutahiko no Mikoto, and the kami who danced to draw Amaterasu Ōmikami out of the cave of heaven. For this, the priest wears a white mask, a black wig with long hair in a pony tail, and a different over-robe, and carries the gohei again.[image: ]


There is then a break, during which the ujiko hand out snacks to everyone, small gifts (and extra snacks) to children, and sakë to adults who want it.

The first dance after the break represents Amënokoyanë no Mikoto, another kami who plays an important role in the legend of the cave of heaven. For this one, the mask is black, the wig is white and wild, and the priest carries the sword.

The next two dances are noticeably shorter than the previous four.

The first of them represents Hikohohodemi no Mikoto, a kami of hunting and an ancestor of the Tennō. For this dance, the mask and wig are both bright red, and he carries a golden fan. At the end of the dance, he puts the fan and kagura suzu down to pick up a (small) bow and (blunt) arrows. Four arrows are fired into the crowd, and people compete to catch them, and he pretends that he will fire the last one, but does not.[image: ]


The final dance represents Ōyamazumi no Mikoto, and has a black mask and brown wig, while the priest carries the gohei. At the end of this dance, he picks up a small tub with round rice cakes (mochi) in it, and throws them into the audience. People scramble to catch them, but there are not very many.

However, once the priest has left the platform, the ujiko climb up, open two large barrels full of mochi, and throw them into the audience by the handful. Everyone tries to gather as much as they can, but there is plenty to go around, and you are pretty much guaranteed to be hit by falling mochi, getting the rice flour they are coated in on your clothes or hair. This is the part that most of the audience were waiting for; people who know what is happening bring carrier bags to put their mochi in. We normally collect enough to make a meal.

Then everyone leaves the prayer hall, and the priests clean up right away because there is rice flour all over the floor.

This dance is also performed at several jinja that used to be, or still are, led by the priestly family. Because the dance is only taught within this family, other jinja still invited them to perform it even when a different family had taken over the role of priest there; they could not take over the dance.

The dance is said to have originated in 1600, when Tokugawa Ieyasu asked for it to be performed as a prayer for victory in the battle of Sekigahara. He did win, becoming the first Tokugawa shogun of Japan, and the dance, regarded as propitious, was continued. This story is attested quite early, but still some time after the purported events, so it is not clear whether it is true. It is not impossible; Ieyasu claimed descent from the Minamoto, and Shirahata-san is associated with the military campaigns of the early Minamoto. The jinja is also close to Ieyasu’s base in what is now Tokyo, so it would be sensible for him to offer prayers for military success there.

The dance is known to have been performed from early in the Edo period, and an old set of masks are still owned by the jinja, although a new set have been made for use in the dance. The masks are, apparently, the only fixed part of the costume; the wigs and robes change over time. The masks are also treated as sacred, and only the priests are allowed to handle them; the ujiko are forbidden to. There is a story that, years ago, one of the ujiko got drunk after the matsuri and put one of the masks on, and then found that he could not get it off — a divine punishment.

The dances are clearly connected with prayers for a good harvest, as throwing mochi is a common element of such prayers. However, the detailed meaning is less clear. The dance was historically known as “Dewa-san”, which would seem to connect it to the historical province in northeast Japan, but I am not aware of any other links to that area. This name may simply be taken from the “provincial governorship” of the last pre-Meiji chief priest. Further, none of the kami represented in the kagura are enshrined in the jinja. It would be very interesting to know why it came to be performed in this way at this jinja, but I suspect that it is now impossible to find out; the priests do not seem to know.

The old masks are registered as cultural artefacts by Kawasaki City, and the dance itself is a recognised by the city as an important intangible folk cultural practice. The prayer hall is normally full, or nearly so, by the end of the dance, and fairly full from the beginning. The dance will be continued by the next generation of priests; the chief priest’s daughter is good at the taiko, and her husband has been learning the dance itself. I do not know whether the daughter would have been allowed to do the dance; apparently she does not want to, in part because she feels she is too short and looks silly in the costumes.






HATSUMŌDË


Hatsumōdë is a popular event at Shirahata-san, as it is at many other jinja. My daughter and I normally go in the middle of the night, aiming to arrive around a quarter to midnight, when the queue comes about halfway down the main steps at the front. If you come much later, you have to wait even longer, because the queue continues growing until midnight and beyond. At midnight, the priests beat the taiko in the prayer hall and open the doors, and people begin filing forward to offer their prayers for the new year. The single bell that normally hangs in front of the prayer hall is hooked up out of the way, and three bells are hung in its place, so that more people can pray simultaneously, and people do not have to wait too long.[image: ]


After paying their respects, many people take an omikuji fortune, and then go to the juyosho to get an ofuda or omamori. My daughter then likes to go to watch the fire where old ofuda and omamori are being burned, before we go home.

The last nighttime visitors tend to leave at about one am or so, and the security guards can go home until the next morning. However, by mid morning on New Year’s Day the queue reaches all the way down the stairs, out of the torii, along the side road, down to the main road, and some way down the main road. This is why security guards are needed, to manage the queue and make sure that the road is not blocked.

The priests do not know exactly how many people visit over the first three days of the year, but they do know that they get through between ten and eleven thousand omikuji in that period, and people receive about 2,000 ofuda tablets. Very few people would buy more than one omikuji, so 10,000 is a minimum for the number of people who visit. Apparently, the rule of thumb is that one in three visitors takes an omikuji, which would suggest that about 30,000 people visit the jinja over those three days. This is not implausible; the jinja feels very busy, with a queue, no matter when you go in that period, and about 80,000 people live within (long) walking distance of the jinja. While some will go to other jinja, we know that the overwhelming majority of Japanese people go to hatsumōdë, so 30,000 is probably about right for Shirahata-san.

An omikuji is ¥100, while the standard offering for an ofuda is ¥1000. The income gained over new year is the foundation for the priests’ household budget over the year. While there is further income across the year, that is less predictable. Bad weather at new year can be financially catastrophic for a jinja.






PERSONAL MATSURI


People do come to the jinja throughout the year for formal prayers. Very few people come on weekdays, because they have to work. On a typical weekday, there is unlikely to be more than one, and there may be none at all. There are exceptions, such as when the day of the dog falls on Taian, the luckiest day of a popular six-day cycle. This is because the day of the dog is a traditional day to pray for safe childbirth, apparently because dogs give birth easily and without pain, so that families who want to perform that ceremony will come on a weekday if necessary. (In 2019, May 1st
 was the day of accession of the new Tennō, and thus a national holiday and the first day of the Reiwa era, as well as being both Taian and the day of the dog. The jinja was much, much busier than it normally is on a Wednesday, but not quite as busy as it is at new year.)

One of the most popular ceremonies across the year is Hatsumiyamairi, when a baby is first taken to the jinja to be presented to the kami. There were about two hundred such ceremonies at Shirahata-san in 2017, but the rate was a bit lower in 2018. The priests suspect that this is because a large apartment complex was completed near the jinja a couple of years earlier; a lot of young couples moved in, and started families.

Shichigosan is even more popular. In 2017, over five hundred children came for the ceremony, and the jinja was performing them from October to December, even though the traditional date is November 15th
 . This suggests that a child is more likely to go to Shichigosan than to Hatsumiyamairi; each child has two Shichigosan, so about 25% more attend this matsuri.

People do come for other sorts of prayer, and the priests are asked to go out to perform Jichinsai at the beginning of building projects, or to purify rooms where somebody has died. The prayers at the jinja cover the normal range, but there is a special purification matsuri, one that purifies different directions, that some people ask for specially. The norito for this matsuri has been passed down from at least the current chief priest’s father, and maybe earlier.

The priests do often use standard norito for standard matsuri, but they also write special ones when that is appropriate. For example, when I had a matsuri performed to announce that I had taken Japanese citizenship, they wrote a special norito for that matsuri, and also when I went to ask for good fortune in my job with Jinja Honchō. In the former case, I imagine that there was no suitable model norito. In the latter, they could have used a standard “prosperity at work” norito, but they chose not to. I have no idea how this compares to the norm; all priests are trained to write norito, but I do not know how often most of them do.

On a weekday, then, the only matsuri performed might be the Nikku, the daily offering, but on Saturdays and Sundays there is almost sure to be at least one personal matsuri for someone, and in the autumn there are Shichigosan going on all day.






PEOPLE

The priests at Shirahata Hachiman Daijin are the Koizumi family. According to tradition, this family has always supplied the priests for the jinja, ever since it was founded, and the written records go back to the mid-seventeenth century. Every member of the family is licensed by Jinja Honchō, although the daughter very rarely performs matsuri, and the chief priest is elderly and cutting back on how much he does. They do most of the work, but they have also hired a local priest to help out.

Most days pass like a normal family, with the addition of the Nikku, and a rather heavier cleaning and gardening workload than the typical Japanese household. One problem for jinja families is that the parents’ busiest working days are weekends and public holidays, which makes it difficult for them to do things with their children once they are in school. The children start helping out at the jinja quite early, and know from a young age that they are expected to take over the jinja when they grow up. It is, in many ways, the family business, and indeed that is what they gave as the reason why they serve at the jinja. It is their job, it is their family’s job, and thus they have to do it.

Unless the Koizumi line failed completely, I do not think it would be possible for a member of any other family, with the possible — possible
 — exception of the Imperial family, to become the chief priest of the jinja. This is, apparently, normal in Kawasaki; only one jinja has a non-hereditary priest, and his desire to bring in new ideas apparently causes friction with the ujiko.

Simply living in the area around Shirahata-san is not enough to make you an ujiko. They are the people whose families have lived in the area for generations. Strictly speaking, they are the heads of the families that have lived in the area for generations. A younger son who forms a new household in the area can apply to become an ujiko, and would normally be accepted without question, but no-one who has moved into the area can join the group.

The old Taira village is divided into three regions, Hinata, Kamikōju, and Hikagë, and the ujiko from each of these regions supply one sōdai, one treasurer, and one auditor. These nine ujiko do a lot of the work to manage the jinja. Indeed, while the priests handle all the shinji, the rites of the kami, the ujiko do a lot of the preparatory work for the major matsuri, and supply a lot of the money that keeps the jinja going, particularly when the buildings need repairs.

Some nearby jinja were destroyed, along with the surrounding area, in the air raids at the end of WWII, and at those jinja anyone who lives in the area is now an ujiko. Seventy years ago, those jinja needed ujiko and needed money for rebuilding, so they were in no position to exclude newcomers. Shirahata-san was never in that position, and so the traditional restriction to certain families was maintained. However, Taira is no longer a farming village, and it is not clear that the current system will continue into the future. People move out of the area, or change their lifestyles and do not want the responsibilities of the ujiko. The jinja may have to adapt once again, but I have no doubt that it will be able to.

















IN CONCLUSION





THIS BOOK HAS taken us from a broad overview of the whole of Shinto to a discussion of a single local jinja. If you have found it interesting, and would like to leave a review, I would be very grateful.

However, it has only scratched the surface of the subject. The local jinja are the real foundation of Shinto,and there are tens of thousands of them across Japan. A single book, or a single person, cannot give a full picture of Shinto.

Even so, I am giving a rather fuller picture through the essays I am writing through Mimusubi
 , supported through its Patreon
 . The first essays I wrote there formed the foundation of this book, and I am continuing to write, covering more of Shinto. For example, I have already written several more essays on myths and legends, and essays on other individual jinja, as well as particular topics requested by my patrons, such as “Shinto for Non-Japanese” and “Mirrors, Swords, and Jewels”. If this book has sparked your interest and you want to know more, please take a look.






https://www.mimusubi.com







https://www.patreon.com/mimusubi






In this book, my aim was to introduce Shinto as it is practised today, rather than my own thoughts about it. In this conclusion, I want to take a little space to talk about my relationship with Shinto.

I am a practitioner of Shinto. I visit Shirahata Hachiman Daijin every day, which makes me an extremely devout practitioner of Shinto by any reasonable standard. I also, as I mentioned, work as a consultant for Jinja Honchō, so I am professionally a small part of the Shinto establishment.

Why do I practise Shinto? I live in Japan, and that is no doubt part of it, but there are few Japanese, even among those who were born here, who practise it as fervently as I do. So why? To be honest, I am not entirely sure. (A Japanese fortune teller whom I met while staying at a jinja in Miyagi Prefecture told me over breakfast that I had appeared to her in a dream and told her that I was a reincarnation of Chikamatsu Monzaëmon, a seventeenth to eighteenth century dramatist widely regarded as Japan’s greatest playwright. If she was right, then that may be the reason. I am, shall we say, not convinced.)

When I was a child, I was an extremely devout fundamentalist Christian. This changed in my late teens, when I realised that I had no good reason to believe that any of Christianity was true, and that it really mattered whether it was true or not. My academic training is in the sciences and in philosophy (I have an undergraduate degree in natural sciences, and a doctorate in philosophy), and as a matter of personality I really care about whether things are true, and how we can know. This is why I cannot subscribe to Buddhism, Christianity, Islam, or Judaism; they all require assent to beliefs that I cannot see any grounds for, or, alternatively, have good reason to believe are false.

Part of the attraction of Shinto is that it is different. There are a lot of claims surrounding Shinto for which there is no good evidence, and quite a few that there are good reasons to believe are false, but it is not necessary to believe any of them to practise. Indeed, as discussed in the chapter on popular attitudes to Shinto, it seems that most people who practice Shinto do not believe at least some of those claims. This is good, because I do not believe the Shinto myths. We know where the Japanese islands came from, and it involved plate tectonics, not Izanaki’s sticky-out bit. I do not think that the Tennō is descended from Amaterasu Ōmikami, although I do believe that the Nishitakatsuji family are descended from the kami they serve. (That kami is Tenjin-sama, or Sugawara no Michizanë, and their line of descent is reliably documented. There is, as far as I am aware, no particular reason to doubt it.) There is an important sense in which I believe Amaterasu Ōmikami does not exist (the kami as described in the myths does not exist), but it is much harder to say anything definite about kami in general. Sugawara no Michizanë existed. Meiji Tennō is the kami of Meiji Jingū in Tokyo, and there are many photographs of him. On some accounts, Mount Fuji is literally the kami of Fuji Hongū Sengen Taisha, in which case, to misquote Tina Fey, “I can see a kami from my house!”.

I find the rituals of Shinto very attractive, and I like being in jinja. When I visit Shirahata-san, I offer thanks for good things that have happened since my last visit, and I believe this is psychologically valuable independent of the truth about the kami. I support the traditional matsuri, and I believe that these matsuri are an important part of Japanese culture, with a great deal of value, no matter what may be the case about “religious” matters.

Thus, for many years I have been an agnostic practitioner of Shinto. Jinja Shinto makes it very easy to do this, because it generally avoids making any religious claims that I would have to either endorse or reject. There is no equivalent of the Nicene Creed. (How would that go, in any case? “I believe in eight million kami…” It would get quite long.)

However, recently I have become unsatisfied with that position. In one sense, it does not matter to me what is true about the kami and their relationship to matsuri; Shinto practice has value whatever the situation may be. In another sense, however, I have come to feel that it does matter. The kind of value that Shinto practice has depends quite strongly on the nature of that relationship, and it has a strong effect on how I should treat those practices.

Suppose that the kami do not exist, in the sense that the only conscious beings aware of and responding to matsuri are the human beings participating in them. Mount Fuji is a kami, but it is just a mountain, and does not care about anything, not even the matsuri. In that case, it is entirely legitimate to modify matsuri as one wishes. One should respect tradition, or else they cease to be Shinto matsuri, and if one wants anyone else to participate, one needs to consider how other people will react, but it is entirely legitimate to change things to fit better with modern society.

On the other hand, suppose that there are conscious beings with supernatural power who pay attention to matsuri. In that case, the matsuri have to be designed with consideration for those beings, and that puts further limits on what one can reasonably do.

I do not think that we can rule either possibility out given our current knowledge of the world. We can say that, if kami exist, they are not much like the descriptions found in mythology. However, daily Shinto practice says very little about the nature of the kami, and while I think the evidence that such beings exist is too weak to accept, I think that the evidence that they do not exist is even weaker. Our current understanding of consciousness is extremely poor, so we cannot really say anything about the conditions under which it might exist. (This is, unsurprisingly, one of the reasons for my agnosticism.)

It is important to note that the situation is very different for Christianity, which claims that God is omnipotent, omniscient, and omnibenevolent. The existence of evil and suffering is extremely strong evidence that no such being exists, and Christianity cannot really survive replacing such a God with a finite being who has a lot of power and is generally well-inclined towards human beings. Shinto, on the other hand, is practically committed to kami that are finite, if powerful, limited in knowledge, and not necessarily benevolent at all. Such beings could exist.

The problem is sharper because, if kami do exist, it is possible that Shinto ritual is seriously misguided. We need to know a lot more about kami to ensure that we are acting in a suitable way. To take a historical example, after radium was first discovered, people drank solutions of it as a medicine. As we learned more about the nature of radioactivity, we realised that this was a very bad idea
 . In the absence of knowledge about the kami, we cannot rule out the possibility that we are getting Shinto rituals that wrong. Indeed, perhaps the reason Japan has so many natural disasters is that matsuri really, really annoy the kami. (Britain has far fewer natural disasters at the moment, so we could do a controlled experiment by performing Shinto matsuri all over Britain and seeing whether we get lots of earthquakes and typhoons. If you think that would be unethical, as well as impractical, then you think that kami may exist and respond to matsuri. I do, so I think it would be unethical.)

Thus, I have reached the point where I want to find out what is going on. The first problem is that of evidence. How does one investigate the existence of kami?

One cannot simply read ancient Shinto texts, because there is no reason to believe that the people who wrote them had good grounds for what they wrote. Indeed, in some cases there are good reasons to believe that they made things up to serve their own interests. Similarly, one cannot simply assume that current practice is good, at least in part because it was defined by government bureaucrats a century or so ago, without any obvious input from the nature of the kami.

And… That is where I am up to. I am thinking about methods for experimental theology, but so far I only have clear ideas about what will not work. It is extremely likely that my personal take on Shinto will become extremely unorthodox in the future. That is another good reason for making this book about Shinto as it is, not as I think it should be.









SOURCES





MY SOURCES FOR this book are almost entirely Japanese, and thus unlikely to be of much use to readers unless they can read Japanese fluently. I will list them here, nevertheless, to give an idea of where I got my information from.

A significant part of my information comes from living in Japan for over fifteen years, practising Shinto, visiting a large number of jinja, and, recently, working for Jinja Honchō. I cannot give any references for that information, so I am afraid you will just have to take my word for it.

Among the written sources, the first one I must mention is Jinja Shinpō
 (神社新報), the newspaper of Jinja Shinto. It is my main source for current events in Shinto, and for a sense of how attitudes might be shifting. In addition, because I read all of it every week, it draws my attention to aspects of Shinto that I might not have been aware of otherwise. It is not that expensive, provided you live in Japan, and anyone can subscribe, or buy the reduced-size collected volumes published every year. However, as mentioned in the body of the book, it is written in old-style Japanese, so your Japanese needs to be rather above JLPT N1 in order to read it comfortably.

Another important general source is the series of textbooks for the Jinja Kentei (神社検定). The Jinja Kentei is an exam about Shinto administered by the Shinto establishment, and comes in three levels. Level three, which was first held in 2012, is basic; priests would expect to get about 97%. People do fail, so it covers more than the typical Japanese person knows about Shinto, but it does not go into any depth. Level two was first held in 2013, and covers the history of Shinto, and one other topic that varies from year to year. These have included the Grand Renewal at Jingū, matsuri across Japan, and important sources for Shinto myths and history. Priests would expect to be able to pass the history part, but might have trouble with the other part if they didn’t read up on it first. Level one was first held in 2014, and you have to pass level two before you are even allowed to attempt it. It covers everything covered by the lower levels, and specialised knowledge on either Shinto as a religion, or Shinto matsuri, depending on the year. The pass rate is less than 50%, and most priests, including those in fairly senior positions at Jinja Honchō, claim that they would not pass. They might well be right; it covers topics that do not come up much in day-to-day work in a jinja. I passed each level in the first year it was offered, and that is a large part of the reason I got a job with Jinja Honchō.

There are currently eleven text books in the series, which is called Jinja Kentei Kōshiki Tekisuto ( 神社検定公式テキスト) — Jinja Kentei Official Texts. There is a basic introduction, a history of Shinto, two volumes on Sengū (primarily, but not exclusively, at Jingū), a volume on matsuri, and a volume each on the Kojiki, Nihonshoki, Man’yōshū,
 and Kogoshūi.
 The final two volumes are for the first level, and are collections of short essays (from one page to around twenty) on a range of important Shinto topics.

If you can read Japanese, I strongly recommend these as a foundation for learning about Shinto. They are produced under the supervision of the Shinto establishment, so they are accurate, and the Shinto establishment is very careful to avoid saying anything that will upset anyone in the Shinto world, which means that everything they say is uncontroversial. That means that, once you have read these books, you will be able to read other books on Shinto, and spot claims that are not mainstream. It is very important to read such books for a full picture, but it is also important to know what is not standard; it is not unusual for authors to have a personal hobbyhorse.

As a bonus, you can take the exam.

I have, of course, read a lot of other books on Shinto as well, and some of them were particularly important for individual chapters in the book.








MATSURI

The section on matsuri drew heavily on the Jinja Honchō regulations for matsuri (Jinja Saishi Kankei Kitei,
 神社祭祀関係規定), and on two text books used to train priests in matsuri. Shin Jinja Saishiki Gyōji Sahō Kyōhon
 (新・神社祭式行事作法教本) (New Textbook of Jinja Ritual Practices and Etiquette) is an entirely practical text, with photographs to show priests how to stand, kneel, and make offerings, along with diagrams of where people should stand at different points. Shintō Saishi no Dentō to Saishiki
 (神道祭祀の伝統と祭式) (Traditions and Forms of Shinto Rites) is more historical and theoretical, describing the development and meaning of the matsuri practices.


Yoku Wakaru Norito
 (よくわかる祝詞) (Understanding Norito) was useful on norito.

The section on shinsen drew extensively on two books entitled Shinsen
 (神饌). One was written by Nanri Kumi (南里空海), and the other, subtitled Sonaeru Kokoro
 (供えるこころ) (The offering heart), by Nomoto Terufusa (野本暉房), Kurahasi Midori (倉橋みどり), and Shikatani Isao (鹿谷勲).

Finally, the discussion of kagura made a lot of use of Shin Kagura to Deau Hon
 (新・神楽と出会う本) (New Encounters with Kagura Book). This book contains a lot of QR codes that link to YouTube videos of kagura.








JINJA

The section on Jinja drew extensively on my experience of visiting many jinja in my time in Japan. There are no particular books to mention here.








MYTHS

The Jinja Kentei textbooks on the Kojiki, Nihonshoki,
 and Kogoshūi
 were particularly important for this section, but I also referred to the Kōdansha Gakujutsu Bunko (講談社学術文庫) translations of the Kojiki
 and Nihonshoki
 , because the texts of those two in the textbooks are edited for length. (The Kogoshūi
 is short enough to be given in full.)








THEOLOGY

The theology section was, again, based on a wide range of books, and there are none that stand out as needing particular mention.








SHINTO IN SOCIETY

The history of Shinto chapter drew particularly on the history text for the kentei, on Wakariyasui Shintō no Rekishi
 (わかりやすい神道の歴史) (Easy to Understand Shinto History), a textbook for priests, and Nihon Shintō Shi
 (日本神道史)
 (Japan Shinto History) by Okada Shōji (岡田莊司), a recently retired professor of Kokugakuin University. I attended public lectures given by Professor Okada for several years, and I think he has had a substantial, if hard to define, influence on my approach to Shinto.

The chapter on the Shinto establishment relied mainly on Jinja Shinpō
 and my experience of working with the Shinto establishment.

The chapter on Attitudes to Shinto mainly relied on the surveys specified in that chapter, but Katei no Matsuri Jiten
 (家庭の祭祀事典) (An Encyclopedia of Household Matsuri), by Nishimuta Takao (西牟田崇生) was also useful.








THREE JINJA

The chapter on Jingū drew on my experiences of visiting Jingū, and the textbooks for the kentei. I also made a lot of use of Isë Jingū
 (伊勢神宮) by Sakurai Katsunoshin (櫻井勝之進) and O-Isë Mairi
 (お伊勢まいり) (A Visit to Isë) by the worshippers’ association. However, a lot of other books and material from the worshippers’ association also contributed.

The chapter on Yasukuni Jinja is the only one for which I made significant use of books in English: Yasukuni, the War Dead, and the Struggle for Japan’s Past
 , edited by John Breen, and Yasukuni Shrine: History, Memory, and Japan’s Unending Postwar,
 by Akiko Takenaka. However, the main sources were still Japanese: Yasukuni Jinja
 (靖国神社), edited by Jinja Honchō, Yasukuni Jinja to Nihonjin
 (靖国神社と日本人) (Yasukuni Jinja and the Japanese), by Kobori Keiichirō (小堀桂一郎), and Yasukuni no Inori
 (やすくにの祈り) (The Prayers of Yasukuni), published by Yasukuni Jinja. As mentioned in the chapter, I was given the Japanese books by people connected with Jinja Honchō and the jinja.

The chapter on Shirahata-san was based on my visits to the jinja over the last twelve years or so, a brief pamphlet the jinja prepared some time ago, photographs of the licenses of the Edo period priests that were supplied by the jinja, and many conversations with the wife of the chief priest, including a two-hour formal interview in summer 2018. I am very grateful for their help with this.
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