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The writing of this review has encompassed a number of events in the last eight days that, taken in combination, remind me about some of the fundamental dynamics and purposes of religion in Japan.  For a local historical context, there is unusually inclement weather, flooding and landslides, crops ruined or damaged, and taxes paid to a government of questionable legitimacy waging a tragically wasteful war.  Even closer to home, I see my home department of Religion forced to evacuate its offices due to environmental hazards making people sick, two deaths among family and friends, a student diagnosed as HIV positive, and finally, during an overnight meditation retreat with 16 students, a chance to strategize about how to restore the normative order of the cosmos.  

War, calamity, sickness, and death --neither individual, family, nor state wants to cope with their reality and aftermath.  Even in a predominantly rational time like the 21st century, the uncertainty of these inauspicious forces and their dire consequences raises anxiety and sends us scurrying for ways to protect ourselves.  

Imagine then, the various Japans of Richard Bowring's erudite, courageous, and entertaining book, where from the 5th to the 17th centuries the destructive forces that stalk human lives and social orders were attributed to the malevolent will of vengeful spirits, curses, and so on.  Called into service to provide protection were numerous Buddhas, bodhisattvas, kami, new doctrines syncretizing diverse deities or ritual practices into a unified field, and new institutions and sects that help deliver these benefits to both commoners (as in the founding of Saidaiji) or the elite (Five Mountain Zen).  Prof. Bowring's book covers it all.   

I liked the engaging, readable, and personable writing style of the author; we get to know his proclivities, his strategies for organizing and presenting this vast amount of material in a mere 447 pages, and his skill in summoning key facts or details to illustrate his points.  I never found the text tedious, even when discussing topics about which I had little interest.  His use of rhetorical questions to jumpstart a discussion or focus on particular issues--"So what did Kûkai encounter at Chang'an?"--was very reader-friendly.

I found fascinating his emphasis on tantric elements of Buddhist practice.  While some might find this thematic focus reductionistic or essentializing,  it provided a consistent interpretive lens to help focus upon the ritual dimensions of Japanese Buddhism and why these were seen as efficacious.  Bowring argues that "the core beliefs of tantrism are, firstly, buddha-hood is possible in the here and now, and secondly, the ultimate mystery is in some form communicable" (141).  Like other terms difficult to define, such as "religion" or "democracy," Prof. Bowring's version of tantrism may not please everyone but it does prove useful for the task he has given himself.

Bowring explains in detail that through an emphasis on ritual, incantation, visualization and other techniques, "one could link oneself to beings and deities in other spheres of existence, either dominate or identity with them, and thus rise into higher spheres of being" (142).  On the next page we read that, "Enlightenment is then no longer beyond language but speaks through the world in all its materiality" (143).  Even a beginning student of Japanese religion can understand this logic, and use it to interpret a wide variety of religious practices--purifications, amulets, pilgrimages and so forth-- that one finds in both past and present.

I enjoyed the extensive quotations from source material that draw the reader into the historical moment, such as the vow in 986 of Genshin and 24 other courtiers and monks to serve as a mutual aid society to each other as they travel the path of Amida.  Most authors (and editors) would think perhaps a paragraph at most would be sufficient, but here we have a full page of text in a smaller font than the main narrative.  There is even an extensive quotation within the quotation--all of which contributes to a rich reading experience regarding the faith and aspirations, as well as management styles, of people over a thousand years ago.

I was particularly pleased with the very useful visual material that helps illustrate the text.  We all know the extra effort required to supplement our beautiful words with appropriate images, and so here the 11 maps, 34 good quality photos, and even a drawing or two--such as the diagrammatic outline of the Womb Mandala, or the drawing beside a photo of gorintô grave markers explaining the air, wind, fire, water, earth components of the shape of the stones--are all very helpful and appreciated.  A word of thanks to Cambridge Univ. Press for seeing the value of this visual material, although I'm afraid that the consumer has to pay for it in the $150 price of the book.

Before you run for the exits, let's keep this cost in perspective.  We grin and bear it when paying $150 for car repair, a plane ticket, a hotel room for a conference, or a room and meal when on vacation.  For anyone in the business of teaching the religions or history of Japan, the book's value reaches far beyond its price tag.  Along with the Nanzan Guide, it's an historical milestone, one that renders out-of-date the 2006 comment of William Bodiford who notes in the Nanzan Guide that "the field of medieval Japanese religion is wide open.  A comprehensive study….has yet to be attempted" (170).   

Any work this ambitious and sweeping is bound to generate a few problematic issues.  One of the most controversial choices made must surely be that of excluding Japanese-language citations from the discussion and bibliography.  It struck me as odd that here is a text full of Japanese terms accompanied by kanji characters in the text, (although sometimes without a romaji reading to guide pronunciation) yet there are very few actual references to works in Japanese.  The preface states that "this book is not for the general reader," because it presumes a knowledge of the outlines of Japanese history.  Yet on the next page, we read that, "Since the book is intended mainly as an introduction to an audience that does not read Japanese, or may be only in the middle stages of that daunting enterprise, a Japanese inventory would have been out of place." (xiii)  What audience, then, is to benefit from all the specialized kanji?

Despite the wealth of information in the book, I still feel shortchanged by this walling off of Japanese sources.  For example, a discussion of Ippen, the singing and dancing Nenbutsu monk of the late 1200s, and his disciple Shinkyô, covers five pages without a single citation.  There are many dates, specific place names visited by both monks in their extensive travels, and even a map showing Ippen's routes.  Should a reader want to know more about these fascinating individuals, they have no additional pathways to follow via textual citations or references to sources.  

The introduction--which I would advise readers not to take too seriously--also claims that "Buddhism remained in the hands of the elite until the 12th century" which, I think, overstates the social reality.  Bowring later rebuts this assertion through the example of street-preacher Kûya, who lived and proselytized from 938 onward.  His "combination of entertainment, prayers, music and dance … spread the message of salvation through devotion to Amitabha," and may have influenced aristocratic interest in the Pure Land (203).

Pure Land, True Pure Land, and Nichiren are likewise portrayed in the introduction in a way that lacks nuance.  The author asserts these sects gained real influence in 15th and 16th centuries and became "a magnet for those who were interested in fomenting large-scale social unrest" (8).  While this is undoubtedly true for some followers, it mischaracterizes the majority of individuals involved.   Nichiren in particular was very popular with merchants in Kyoto and elsewhere, and the last thing a business person wants is social conflict.  
The book also advances a dialectic about Shinto that is provocative for the ways it asks us to reconfigure our thinking about this term, something we've been hearing about for quite some time now.    Prof. Bowring states that "part of the object of this book is to problematise the term Shinto…" (3).  He does not even mention the term until the 14th century, calling everything that came before the  systematizing efforts of Watarai and Yoshida Shinto priests, "local or indigenous cults."   Leaving aside the issue of whether or not it's appropriate to use a word like "cult" (with its implication of being peripheral to the mainstream) for local shrines, or "indigenous" (as if cultural exchanges via trade with the continent or the Ryûkyû islands did not have an influence on local religious practices), 

I guess I would have liked to see a little less promotion about the dominance of Buddhism and a little more attention to what were obviously very active and functional religious centers that venerated powerful kami alongside Buddhas and bodhisattvas.  Buddhism may indeed have been the active partner in this relationship, but we have to marvel at the tenacity and longevity of shrines devoted to certain kami.  Ise, the Kamo Shrines, Iwashimizu Hachimangu, Kasuga, Omiwa, and so forth quickly come to mind.  Temples were later constructed on the periphery of shrine compounds, but to my knowledge, I don't know of any major shrines that installed Buddhist images within their inner sanctuaries. Surely this kami tradition merits more than one mention in the book's index, and that the single mentions of jinja and shrine in the index could more accurately reflect the attention given in an entire chapter devoted to the relationship between shrines and the state in the Heian period.



Finally, does Japan really have a "frightening debt" (p. 8) owed to Chinese culture and Buddhist thought?  I wonder to whom installments should be paid, and in what way?  And then there's the matter of accumulated interest!  

Nanzan Guide

The Nanzan Guide is equally ambitious, far-reaching, and useful, but it's also highly prescriptive in trying to define and distill key issues in the study of Japanese Religions.  It was shaped by the vision and able-hands of the editors who wanted from their authors the following: 1) a definition of key terms, 2) an overview of the field and main areas of interest, 3) recent publications and 4) a general outline of state of research in their author's area, 5) important topics, 6) controversial issues and points that need further research, 7) a select bibliography of primary sources, 8) wide yet incisive perspectives on the topic, 9) many "pointers" that would lead the reader to think of the importance of certain issues, publications, points, or areas.  And 10) to show they are not without a sense of humor, they also asked for the essays to be short in length.  Amazingly, everyone complied!  

As the editor's introduction indicates, this is a book by committee and, certainly for the first time ever in the field of Japanese religions in western languages, by collaboration through the internet.  Authors could post their drafts on the Nanzan Institute's website and see what others had written on assigned topics, giving the book (in the words of the editors) "a welcome cohesiveness for an edited volume."  Having a single voice deliver a narrative, such as we find in Prof. Bowring's book, creates a certain familiarity and predictability that builds rhetorical credibility.  What the Nanzan Guide lacks in intimacy among its 21 authors it more than makes up for in wealth and breadth of information.  Let us hope, along with the editors, that it will appeal to "both beginning students and seasoned researchers," and serve as a "supplementary textbook for undergraduates," "a reference for graduate students,""an inventory for specialists of Japanese religions," and "a source book for historians and social scientists of Japan" who do not specialize in religion (xi).  The world would be a better place indeed if we could all produce books so versatile.

The pedagogical value of the Nanzan Guide will without doubt be extensive and long-lasting.  I would even wager that some of these essays--such as Ian Reader's on Folk Religion, Scott Schnell's on fieldwork, or Kawahashi Noriko's on gender issues (to name only three out of many stellar possibilities)--will be required reading in courses for years to come.   The generosity of the editors to include chapters on accessing Japanese sources, archives, and libraries, as well as doing fieldwork, is a real gift of great value.  Graduate students and scholars of the future can look to these chapters for guidance and hit the ground running.  People might even be able to finish a Ph.D. in five years!

The book begins with an essay on "Japanese Religions" by Robert Kisala, stating the "almost universal participation in certain rites and customs but low levels of self-acknowledged affiliation to a religious group" (3).  And yet, the emphasis throughout the volume is largely on doctrines, founders, the development of religious groups, and key ideologies in practice.  As I noted earlier, this wealth of information is immensely valuable and helps to reconfigure the field of study across disciplines.  But as an anthropologist, I would have liked to see more emphasis on "rites and customs" since, as Kisala noted, these dominate religious activity.   Richard Payne's chapter titled "The Ritual Culture of Japan" is an important one because he attempts to discuss Japan's ritual culture. After two readings, however, I must confess that I was a little disappointed that all the fascinating examples, footnotes, and theory (his key paradigm comes from "fixed and portable" patterns of allegiances during Europe's Protestant Reformation!) did not provide a convincing perspective on ritual that might help us engage its wide variety of practices, or to understand what is going on when communities (instead of priests) stage and perform these events.   Prof. Payne mentions the term matsuri only briefly, with a nod to Schnell's work on the drum festival of Furukawa, but his purpose is to emphasize its potential for subversion. 

  Ian Reader's excellent chapter on "Folk Religion" provides a better feel for religion as a "lived" social activity, punctuated by ritual practices that engage seasonal, occupational, and socio-political concerns.  There is exactly one mention, without explanation, of matsuri in Norman Haven's chapter on "Shinto", leading me to wonder just how useful the book will be to students who arrive in Japan for the first time and stumble into a mid-summer street festival.

Where Prof. Bowring chose to sidestep what he sees as a burdensome academic discussion, the Nanzan Guide fully engages kenmitsu taisei perspectives and controversies as well as hongagku theory, using both to actively shape the book's approach to the treatment of various Buddhisms and Shinto sects from the medieval period forward.  Educators who have at one point or other posited the existence of a primordial "Shinto" throughout Japanese history will have to recalibrate their compasses.  Through essays by Jackie Stone, Norman Havens, William Bodiford, Richard Payne, Helen Hardacre and others, we gain by far the most complete and well-documented understanding of the configuration of religo-political power.  These chapters were very rich and satisfying to read.  The cumulative effect of the book's treatment of the medieval period should demolish once and for all those easy categories of "Shinto", "Pure Land", or "Buddhism" (in its monolithic form) we have all bandied about in the classroom, more for the sake of convenience than accuracy.

I'm being far too positive for what is supposed to be a critical review, so let me note a reservation that (once again) references how Japan's native tradition of kami veneration is portrayed.  At the risk of sounding like an apologist, I have to challenge my friend Norman Havens' quotation of a leading scholar of Japanese mythology (Matsumae Takeshi) when he states that, "kami were not enshrined in permanent man-made structures until after the coming of Buddhism" (19). 

This seems to me an overstatement giving the impression that the enshrinement of kami had to wait until Buddhism provided a format.  What are kofun if not permanent structures to house and help control ancestral kami?  According to Imamura Keiji from Tôdai, rituals were held to placate these spirits and petition their protection for political stability.  I agree with Havens when he says there was no conception made of  a "religious" realm strictly divorced from the "secular" or political, and that, "…to the degree that government dealt with the control over and wielding of power, it inevitably involved 'religion' "(20).  Well, since any religious activity was also political activity, presumably the early kings and rulers conducted these affairs from within some kind of structure and not from an open field.  The idea of "permanent structures" tends to reify contemporary notions of shrines and temples, but kami-related rituals probably took place in temporary structures simply because of the requirement to keep the site as pure as possible.    

My concluding criticism may sound trivial, but I wanted to see photographs of famous religious sites, actual people engaged in rituals, maps, art, and so on scattered throughout the book's chapters.  Tom Kasulis' photos on the divider pages, while picturesque, don't really illustrate any essay or theme in the text.  Describing a casually-dressed man and his wife offering incense in front of Tôdaiji as "pilgrims" seems more appropriate for a tourist brochure than an academic volume (even though we know the categories are interactive in practice). 

Both books are guides to a vast territory of topics with many points of connection and resonance between them.  Both are essential tools for anyone navigating the worlds of Japanese Religious practice.  Prof. Bowring's single-handed survey of 1100 years of Japanese religious history is like having a learned companion at your side for the whole journey, one who always has a good story or example to enliven his remarks.  The Nanzan Guide is also a survey but one driven to establish and revitalize the dominant paradigms for research and study.  With 21 different authors serving as guides to their respective areas of expertise, there is of course greater diversity in style.  The majority of chapters were highly informative and inspirational about future developments in the field, but a few--overly terse and weighted with citations--clunked their way the finish line. 
These two ambitious books serve as blueprints and beacons for scholarship in the coming years of the 21st century.  Fifty or a hundred years from now, there will no doubt be new paradigms and interpretations--based on newly discovered texts, the opening of Imperial burial mound tombs, theoretical work from within the Japanese academy, and the antics of newly founded religious sects and cults--but scholars of the future will have to acknowledge with gratitude these two books before us today.  To all the authors and editors, taihen kansha shiteorimasu!  
