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The Invention of Religion in Japan

Jason Ananda Josephson

University of Chicago Press 2012, 387 pages, ISBN: 10:0226412342. The

The question of what counts as “religion” in Japan has exercised the
minds of Japanese and foreign thinkers alike since the encounter with
the western world became a matter of existential importance in the
nineteenth century. As is well known, the term shiikyo came to be the
usual translation for the English “religion” and related words in other
western languages. The precise origins of the word shukyo remain
obscure. In this book the author undertakes a highly sophisticated
search through many of the positions which influenced the development,
or as he says, the “invention” of the term religion during the nineteenth
century.

If T understand the author’s general argument correctly, he is
talking about the invention of the concept of religion to refer to a wide
variety of matters which, at least in part, pre-existed the use of this
particular concept to refer to them. For example, Shin Buddhism or
Shinsha, which on any view has to be regarded as an example of a
religion, certainly existed before the Meiji Restoration, even though it
was not referred to as a shukyo. In one or more senses, “Shintd” too has
a pre-Meiji history. The title of the book is therefore misleading in so far
as it does not use quotation marks. It should really be “The Invention
of Religion’ in Japan” and although this may seem complicated, that is
what this complex book is in fact about.

The main motive for the reorganization and mobilization of terms
such as kyo/oshie, do/michi, shinko, meishin and shikyo was to meet
the wider pressures of the time. There were above all two. The first
was the pressure from the external imperialist powers of the day.
These foreign powers wanted international rules relating to various
aspects of life, of which “religion” was seen as one. The second was the
urgently perceived need for a national ideology in Japan which would
help to secure the state in the context of international pressure. So the
decision was taken to highlight, above all, the Emperor system, together
with those Shintdo myths and shrines which related to it and could be
interpreted as being of national significance. This process excluded or
downplayed miscellaneous local narratives and sacred spots, it excluded
purely personal “religion” for which an optional or free area could be
made available, and it excluded a wide range of popular concepts and
practices which were set aside as “superstition” (meishin). The resultant
form of Shinto, termed “the Shinto secular” by Josephson, was then
presented as being neither “religion” nor optional.

Clearly the typology of Shint6 is important, having implications
which are not merely analytical but also political, today as yesterday.

It is interesting therefore that with “the Shinto secular” Josephson
introduces a concept which was not part of any sets previously
advanced by politicians or apologists, not to mention independent
analysts. The expression may seem grammatically confusing, for he
uses the noun “Shinto” as an adjective and the adjective “secular” as

a noun. Similarly, it seems unnecessarily stilted to translate kokugaku
as “national science.” Of course, “nativism” is a very bad translation for
kokugaku, and so Josephson argues for “national science” in a substantial
and learned footnote (p. 295). Yet this remains unconvincing. After all,
“(national) science” is problematic for all kinds of reasons, as expounded
by the author himself, while “national learning” is rather harmless and
has established itself quite satisfactorily. In view of the emphasis on
“the Shinto secular”, it is surprising that the relatively well established
concept of “civil religion” does not get any attention at all.

The overall story of the concept “religion” is in fact well known, but
Josephson tells it with numerous interesting references. His exploration
is marked by a strongly post-modernist intellectual style, which
relentlessly probes the artificiality of every constructed concept. In
the end, everything seems to have been “invented”: religion (of course),
superstition, the secular. Such intellectualism is enjoyable. Yet one also
begins to wonder whether, during the decades when all this invention
was taking place, ordinary people ever went to visit shrines and temples
or carried out ritual activities of any kind, as they had done in the
Edo Period and still do in their millions. While Josephson claims to be
steering between those who regard religion as “a universal” and others
who regard “religion” as “a purely European hegemonic imposition” (p.
256), he also went so far as to write on the same page “:--there were
no Japanese religions before the mid-nineteenth century " (p. 256). Yet

Invention
of Religion

it still seems necessary to consider the in Ja,pan

history of these non-existent religions from
time to time! For example, when and how
was Konkokyo founded? In general, despite
all careful and even sceptical reflection
over terminology, it should still remain
possible to consider fields such as politics,
class structure, commerce, religion, education, visual culture, and so on,
in the Edo Period, and also before.

The bottom line in this work seems to be that it is above all
the term “religion” which should be abandoned with respect to pre-
Meiji times. If “religion” is presumed to be simply Christian, western
and modern, there could not have been any “religion” in Japan until
it was invented -so the argument runs. However, the term “religion”
is nowadays used by specialists in various, often much more subtle
ways, and the history of religions is widely recognized to be a quite
massive subject, including whatever is relevant to its scientific purview
in any cultures whatever. As far as Japan is concerned, it was above
all the nineteenth century ideologues who were responsible for gross
oversimplifications. In popular intellectualism and in the train of the
Nihonjinron, such oversimplifications have been peddled with ever
more persistence. Do we have to share in these oversimplifications? On
the one hand, yes: the various concepts in use have been invented and
constructed, again and again, and indeed they have a complex history,
both modern and pre-modern. But on the other hand, no; the recognition
of the relative development of language (already noted by Tominaga
Nakamoto in the eighteenth century) does not mean that all attempts to
correlate Japanese and western terminology have to be abandoned.

These are but a few comments in reaction to this learned, exciting,
and sometimes over-excited book. In a short review it is not possible
to do justice to it. Used with caution, it will certainly be a great aid
for all who are interested in working through the various ideological
entanglements which are explored.

JASON ANANDA JOSEPHSON

Michael Pye
University of Marburg, Germany  July 2013
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