NANZAN GUIDE TO JAPANESE RELIGIONS. Edited by Paul L. Swanson and Clark Chilson. University of Hawai’i, 2006.  466 pp.


This ambitious collection of essays aims both to provide an overview of Japanese religions and to give an account of the state of the field of Japanese religious studies. As a result, each essay gives more or less attention to one or the other of these goals; a circumstance that leads to a certain lack of uniformity, but not enough to detract from the book’s value. The Guide is divided into three overlapping parts: traditions, history, and themes. Accordingly we are treated to several essays in each section, organized according to subfield, period, and topic.  This approach invites a certain amount of overlap, but, again, there are no serious duplication problems.


Many of the essays are of value primarily for their summary of what we already know. Others stand out for their lucid analysis of compelling issues in the field and for what they imply in terms of future directions in scholarship. Given the limited parameters of this review, I will confine myself to brief remarks about selected essays and in conclusion ask a broader question.


“Buddhism,” by Jackie Stone, is a tour-de-force that treats each historical period in turn, yet also manages to deal with critical issues germane to each of these periods, to review the salient recent literature in each subfield, and to suggest directions for future work in Japanese Buddhism. Mark Mullins, in his “Japanese Christianity,” calls on us to consider not simply the history or presence of Christianity in Japan as an institution or doctrine per se, but the way in which elements of Christianity have been selectively appropriated and thereby exert a broad cultural influence. He seamlessly combines an overview of the issues in the field with an update on recent scholarship. Yoshida Kazuhiko, in “Religion in the Classical Period,” offers the reader a wide-ranging synopsis of the state of our knowledge of early Japanese religion (through the ninth century), as represented in scholarship published from the 1980s. The focus of the essay is clearly Buddhism, but the author’s questions are broadly conceived: Who was Shōtoku Taishi? Why is it problematic to refer to ancient Japanese Buddhism as “state Buddhism”? Why was Daoism rejected in Japan? When and why did women cease to play an important role in the Buddhist clerical orders? Yoshida makes a significant contribution to our understanding of the period especially by highlighting the ninth century as an epoch of major institutional change in Japanese Buddhist history. Much earlier English-language scholarship has treated this period simply in terms of the individual ideas and accomplishments of Saichō and Kūkai.


In “The Medieval Period: Eleventh to Sixteenth Centuries” Will Bodiford plunges directly into the interpretive problems that scholars of this period face: language issues (how did the Japanese read/interpret Chinese?); our ignorance of the religious practices of the time; the teleological biases of later scholarship; the modern construction of a distinctive “Shinto” tradition; and more.  Bodiford’s summary and critique of three interpretive models that have prevailed in Japanese scholarship on medieval religion and his attention to the practical dimension of doing research in this area are also noteworthy. Hayashi Makoto’s informative “Religion in the Modern Period” discusses key Japanese works in the field and identifies four trends in recent scholarly coverage--a greater recognition of the need for historical research on Buddhist institutions; increasing attention to the issue of Buddhism and nationalism; an emerging concern with the relationship between Japanese Buddhism and Buddhism in other countries; and the growing contributions of foreign scholars to the field. Especially welcome is Hayashi’s call for more interaction between religious studies, on the one hand, and sociology and history, on the other. 


Aside from monographs on discrete phenomena and the JJRS special issue nine years ago, Barbara Ambros’ “Geography, Environment, Pilgrimage” is the first comprehensive English-language review of the state of the field of pilgrimage studies in Japan. In addition to covering the literature in field, she touches on all the main Japanese pilgrimage sites, provides useful clarification of terminology (mairi vs. meguri, among other terms), and suggests a preliminary typology of Japanese pilgrimage (centered on, e.g., mountains, specific deities, holy persons). Kawahashi Noriko’s “Gender Issues in Japanese Religions” is a succinct characterization of the state of gender studies as they pertain to Japanese religion. The author thinks through the pressing issues that scholars of Japanese religion must address in this area, emphasizing how women’s studies have evolved, e.g., from enquiry into the ways the male-dominated Buddhist system has interpreted women to investigation of the ways women themselves have received and reinterpreted Buddhism. She urges scholars to take account, in their future work, of the need both to refine existing theories of gender and to carry out more field studies. The essay also reviews scholarship on specific issues, such as nyonin kinsei, women and the new religions, and mizuko kuyō. 

The essays in the last section of the Guide, by Makino Yasuko, Brian Ruppert, and Scott Schnell collectively make an indispensable contribution to the field. The extensive references and practical advice contained in this section will both ease the anxieties of beginning researchers (whether they are working in the field or in the library) and update scholars who were trained using older materials.


I come now to my few questions.  Ian Reader, in his essay, “Folk Religion,” provides clarification of the changing scholarly perspectives and associated shifts in terminology that have taken place in this field; he shows especially how and why the term minkan shinkō was gradually replaced by minzoku shūkyō in scholarly usage. He also gives overviews of recent scholarship on themes that he sees as vital to folk religious studies (such as pilgrimage, mountain religion, hijiri, ancestors, festivals, new religions). Reader has for some time advocated the use of the term “common religion” to refer to a common “core” that permeates Japanese religious life at all social levels; he and George Tanabe have argued that this common religion is intimately related to practices associated with the pursuit of worldly benefits (genze riyaku). In fact, in his concluding paragraph, Reader suggests that “folk religion” is this all-pervasive common religion. 


I am not convinced that it is fruitful or accurate to posit any common substratum in Japanese religion, whether we call it folk religion or common religion. My question, however, is more terminological in nature. Given his position on the matter of common religion, why does Reader bother retaining the category “folk religion” at all? It could be argued that the use of this term as the title of one of the Guide’s sections will perpetuate reliance on inadequate or at least outdated terminology. I will leave it to anthropologists and folklorists to hash out the details of this debate, but I couldn’t help wondering whether the selection of this term reflected an editorial assumption about the need to appeal to a broader audience who is accustomed to the applicability of “folk religion” in a wider religious studies context. Yet, do the members of that broader audience still regard this category as meaningful in their own areas of study?


My only substantive quarrel with this wide-ranging and useful book is its way of defining Japanese religious studies.  Confucian phenomena and ideas have been completely left out—they are not even mentioned as a possible subtopic or future direction of study (though Norman Havens does mention the neglect in recent Western scholarship of what he calls “Confucian Shinto”). This editorial decision (or, perhaps, collective blind spot) perpetuates an old bias about the nature of religion: the idea that religion must involve, if not behaviors and conceptions related to the supernatural or deities, then at least the trappings of something comparable to what we see in the West--a “church,” in the Durkheimian sense. Thus, presumably, even though some forms of Buddhism are purportedly not theistic systems (despite active devotionalism, in practice), unlike Confucian groupings they are well within the ambit of “religion” because they are ritual communities headed by priest-like or charismatic figures.  


The Tokugawa period was precisely the time in which Confucian ideas and practices were the most influential in Japan. In “Early Modern Japan” Duncan Williams evinces the erudition that we all have come to expect from him. He identifies two recent foci in the scholarship of this period: institutional history of religion and “popular religious practices.” He suggests that work in the latter area has focused mostly on expressions of translocal faith in deities and sites (pilgrimage; new movements) and on genze riyaku phenomena. He also mentions recent accomplishments in the intellectual history of the period, including some Confucian studies. 


Understandably, however, the parameters of this essay do not encompass the development of Confucian traditions per se in relation to the history of religion of Japan. The editors apparently did not envision a separate essay on “Confucianism,” comparable to those on Buddhism, Shinto, and the other traditions grouped in the first section of the book. But this lacuna simply reflects the current preferences of scholars and readers of Japanese religious studies. Thus, for example, one reads in several of the Guide essays about the critical importance in medieval Japanese religion of Buddhist paradigms such as hongaku shisō (original enlightenment thought), but nowhere does one encounter discussion of Confucian-influenced modes of thought that were similarly pervasive in early modern Japanese religion, such as honshin shisō (original mind thought).

THE RELIGIOUS TRADITIONS OF JAPAN, 500-1600. By Richard Bowring.  Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2005.  485 pp.


This book definitely comes across as a history of Buddhism—which is not surprising, given the author’s original intention. But Bowring is clearly not out to write a history of Buddhism in the doctrine-centric mode of earlier surveys, such the Matsunagas’ Foundation of Japanese Buddhism or Eliot’s Japanese Buddhism. The author regularly takes into account so-called Shinto phenomena and popular forms of religious life that have been viewed in the past as peripheral to Buddhist history but which are now understood as a vital part of that history.


The book is arranged chronologically into four subperiods, allowing the author to concentrate on the universe of meaning in each. He attempts to bring together in one analysis or narrative everything that is going on religiously in a given period across different levels of society and sectarian communities. 

The feature of the book that appeals to me most is precisely the one that the author wondered might be considered “scattergun.” That is, he treats religion in terms not only of institutions, but also doctrines; not only of sociopolitical ramifications, but also art history. In fact, I wouldn’t have minded if he had drawn a little more on literary sources, to round out the picture even further—especially given his own expertise in this area. I think the occasional asymmetry produced by Bowring’s excursions into the cultural outfields of religion is well worth the addition to our understanding of the complexity of the Japanese religious world in any one historical moment. We have clearly outgrown the monolinear approach that characterized earlier Japanese religion surveys. Especially noteworthy in this regard is the author’s use of art to illuminate religious mentalities; he spends, for example, twelve pages discussing the Tamamushi Shrine in Hōryūji. Bowring is also keen on the political dimensions of religious history, whether in his account of the way the early Japanese chronicles “invent the past” in the early eighth century or in his attention to the implications of monastic regulations for Buddhist-state relations. The book is strengthened by the author’s consideration of terminology. He dedicates a brief introductory section to such vexed terms as “religion,” “church,” “clergy,” “monks,” and “emperor,” and returns throughout the book to specific terminological issues.

Bowring manages to summarize the implications of several recent studies and debates in the field without bogging us down in dense material or references. For example, he attends to such issues as the idea of hosshin seppō (the preaching of the Dharmakāya); reasons for the laxity in the Japanese vinaya; the role of divination and ritual in Heian court life; the Saidaiji (so-called Shingon-ritsu) revival of women’s religious orders; the Yoshida Shinto “takeover” in late fifteenth century; and numerous Buddhist figures (Ryōgen; Annen, Myōe, Kakuban, Jien; Nōnin; Eison) who were left out of earlier surveys.

Bowring gives us references to (mostly) European-language studies that will take us further with each of these topics. The author justifies his decision not to include all the Japanese references that he may have used by claiming that the book is intended for a non-Japanese-reading audience. However, almost in the same breath he admits that the book is not for the general reader. Indeed, judging from my own teaching experience, Religious Traditions is not appropriate for introductory or even intermediate college courses. Several sections of the book summarize highly complex institutional developments or ideas in ways that presume prior knowledge, not only of the bare outlines of Japanese history, as Bowring suggests, but really of Buddhist and other specialized nomenclature, concepts, institutions and even geography. Often the wealth of detail can be overwhelming, as in the section on early Jingikan rituals; some readers may also find the lengthy translations interspersed throughout text to be daunting. On the other hand, some translated excerpts contribute nicely to the narrative (e.g., early Pure Land text translations in Chapter 9 help explain the emergent interest in personal devotionalism in the Heian period). The author’s attention to the Chinese context in the treatment of Buddhism (especially Tendai and Zen) is also worthwhile; not all survey writers bother to point out for non-specialists how the Japanese differed from or went beyond Chinese representatives of the same interpretive tradition.

The last part of the book is probably the weakest. The author tries valiantly to give a picture of religious life in the fourteenth to sixteenth centuries, but the section comes across as rather cursory, perhaps because of the nature of his source material. I especially miss any attention to the long development of Confucian studies under the auspices of Zen monasteries and hereditary scholarly lineages in the sixteenth century. Some mention of this Zen-Confucian history is a necessary foundation for the planned second volume of Bowring’s work—maybe he plans to include it there?

One of the recurring themes in the book, especially in Parts II and III, seems to be a concern with the development and influence of esoteric Buddhist thought. Bowring uses the expressions “tantric logic” and “Japanese logic” apparently interchangeably. One gets the impression that he feels this “logic” is paradigmatic mode of thought that remains pervasive throughout much of Japanese history; perhaps he will clarify his thinking on this point further in our discussion today.

Religious Traditions of Japan is a major contribution to our short list of English-language treatments of Japanese religious history. This book purports to be a survey, and as such it does not aim to shake the field with a startling new argument. We look to a survey rather for breadth, readability, and accuracy at an affordable price. I believe Religious Traditions accomplishes the first three tasks, and can only hope that Cambridge University Press will make the last possible by bringing the volume out in paperback at a much reduced price.
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