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Postcolonial theories of religion

R ecent debates about “religion” and “secularity” have focused in-
creasingly on the principle of separating state and religion. Yasu-
kuni Shrine in Tokyo and Islam are among the most typical topics 

in question. Generally speaking, the so-called critical intellectuals in Japan 
have fundamentally diverging reactions to these topics. In the case of the 
homage paid by Japanese prime ministers to the war dead at Yasukuni 
Shrine, the separation of state and religion is almost inevitably put forward 
as the reason why they should refrain from doing so. On the other hand, Jap-
anese intellectuals question the validity of the same principle in the case of 
Islam, since the separation of state and religion is seen as a product of West-
ern enlightenment���	��	��==��
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context. Here we encounter two opposing attitudes regarding the question 
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without fail, while in the second case these principles are regarded as not 
entirely appropriate for the realities of non-Western societies. This behav-
ioral twist may be best described in the words of social anthropologist Talal 
Asad, who stated that even people outside the Western world live “in a world 
in which ‘the West’ is hegemonic” and where “the old opposition between 
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in a convoluted state “at once modern and traditional, both authentic and 
creative at the same time.”1 From this point of view, even the Islamist claim 
for the unity of state and religion and the revival of Islam are fundamentally 
new phenomena resulting from resistance against Western secularization, 

1. Asad 1996.
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and cannot be explained only by principles directly derived from premodern 
Islamic traditions.

As has been eloquently described in recent studies on the relationship 
of colonialism and religion, non-Western countries, in order to avoid colo-
nization by Western superpowers, have no other option than to promote 
Westernization if they want to have their autonomy recognized. On the other 
hand, a country that opens its doors “defenselessly” towards the Western 
world may still end up in a state of colonization, culturally dominated and 
politically exploited by the West. If we consider the above-mentioned sep-
aration of state and religion under these suppositions, we realize that the 
problem lies in the fact that non-Western societies are drawn into the West-
ern concept of religion and its related systems. Thus, rather than ask whether 
or not the separation of state and religion should be enforced in Japanese 
society, it is necessary to concretely investigate when and how this principle 
was introduced into modern Japan and which functions it performed. 

In the Japanese postwar society, separation of state and religion has 
been seen as a universal principle of Western enlightenment introduced to 
prevent the instrumentalization of religion by nationalist ideologies. Yet in 
Western societies, separation of state and religion is rather the exception 
than the rule, and even among those that are generally believed to have 
achieved its realization, i.e., the United States and France, substantial dif-
ferences still exist. Asad comments on these heterogeneous aspects within 
Western societies: 

For even in modern secular countries the place of religion varies. 
Thus although in France both the highly centralized state and its 
citizens are secular, in Britain the state is linked to the Established 
Church and its inhabitants are largely nonreligious, and in America 
the population is largely religious but the federal state is secular.2

While elite intellectuals of the Meiji period, like Shimaji Mokurai 
(1838–1911) or Inoue Kowashi (1844–1895),3 did not go as far as 

2. Asad 2003, p. 5.
3. Shimaji Mokurai, was trained as a Shin Buddhist monk, joined the Iwakura 
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government (see also below, note 19). Inoue Kowashi was another Meiji government 
adviser and co-drafter of the Meiji Constitution.
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theorizing about the discrepancies between political systems and social re-
alities, they were well aware of this diversity at the time the Constitution 
of the Empire of Japan (promulgation in 1889) was drafted. They created 
labels like “state-religion system” for Great Britain, “supremacy of state over 
church” for Prussia, “system of publicly acknowledged religion” for France, 
or “separation of state and religion8������	
���;������@�������=�
�������	
�
Prussian model of “religious tolerance” as stated in Article 28 of the Consti-
tution, which reads: “Japanese subjects shall, within limits not prejudicial 
to peace and order, and not antagonistic to their duties as subjects, enjoy 
freedom of religious belief (����

�������
!� ).”4 In contrast to the 
present constitution�����=�
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and its organs shall refrain from religious education or any other religious 
activity” (Article 20.3),5 the Imperial Constitution consciously avoided issues 
pertaining directly to the separation of state and religion. Once the Constitu-
tion was promulgated, the system it established came to be taken as a given 
and the possibility of a perspective objectifying it was lost. After Japan’s de-
feat at the end of World War II, which meant the end of this system, religious 
policies were reorganized under the guidance of the United States. This time, 
the separation of state and religion according to American law came to be 
regarded as the universal model. 

Starting from the above mentioned issues, this essay aims at a new look 
on how the separation of state and religion in modern Japanese history was 
related to State Shinto, and in which way the dichotomy of the “religious” 
and the “secular” articulated itself in modernizing Japan. I will conclude this 
discussion with some general thoughts on the �
��
�"�"�
' in modern Japa-
nese society.

4. National Diet Library. “The Constitution of the Empire of Japan.” Trans. by 
It
 Miyoji. URL: http://www.ndl.go.jp/constitution/e/etc/c02.html (2012/10/20).

5. Ibid.
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Theories on State Shinto and the Separation of State 
and Religion

A recent essay titled “Postwar State Shinto and Shrines as Religious 
Organizations”6 by the religion scholar Shimazono Susumu , created 
somewhat of a stir in Japanese society. In this essay, which was meant as 
a comment on the general interest in the “Yasukuni question,” Shimazono 
argues that even in the postwar society “State Shinto has not vanished. What 
is more, it has never been abolished.” According to Shimazono, the word 
“State Shinto” has been used in two ways so far: in a narrow sense—used by 
Shinto scholars such as Sakamoto Koremaru or Ashizu Uzuhiko 

—“it refers to ‘�	���
��	�������	���	���>
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and was therefore excluded from the category of religion,” while in a broader 
sense—used for instance by the scholar of religion Murakami Shigeyoshi 

—“it refers to a combination of Shrine Shinto, Imperial Shinto, and 
ideology of national essence (kokutai ).”� In other words, State Shinto 
in the latter sense also includes the prewar �
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' and its ideology of 
“national morality” (
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the Imperial Rescript on Education and the imperial portrait (goshin’ei 

).8 
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based on an understanding that also includes all the ritualistic aspects origi-
nally related to the notion of Shinto. This “imperial ritualism or Imperial 
Shinto […] is the core of State Shinto as it exists within the present system of 
law.” Shimazono further explains the nature of this imperial State Shinto in 
the following way: 

Imperial ritualism consists of rites performed by the �
��
� �"� ��
descendent of the Great Deity Amaterasu. By their reverence to-
wards the �
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���	��=�""
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��~��� 

6. “Sengo no ~�~~��"	���
����"	�~�
�"	��������"	��
����%��%�8�
 (Shimazono 2006). 

�?� Shimazono 2001, pp. 324–26.
8. In the prewar period, every school had to have a copy of the Imperial Re-

script on Education (�
��
�� #��
���, drafted in 1890) together with an imperial 
portrait. Both were the objects of special ceremonies at important school events.
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(�������� ), the Japanese people are connected to a system of 
state deities.9 

According to this interpretation, even postwar imperial rituals are obvi-
ously Shinto-like activities. Since any form of Shinto is now regarded as a 
form of religion, and since the �
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����
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people, his ritual performing of rites for the native deities (kami) must be 
interpreted as a breach of the postwar constitution’s provision of separating 
state and religion. 

On the other hand, constitutional jurist Hirano Takeshi  points 
out that “the word ‘State Shinto’ (kokka ����	�) was not in common use 
before the war, but became widely known only after the so-called Shinto 
Directive.”10 Before that time, i.e., from the Meiji period to 1945, which ac-
cording to postwar scholars was the period of State Shinto, the term was 
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have claimed its existence. Therefore, State Shinto must not be regarded as 
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but as an analytical term for a political process that took shape in an erratic 
succession of legal provisions. 

Since State Shinto is a terminus ex post, conclusions as to when it came 
into existence, or whether or not it indeed existed, depend largely on its re-
"=
���4
��
@������?11 In other words, we cannot expect univocal agreement 
if we pose the question in the traditional substantialist way: “What is State 
Shinto?” Yet this does not mean that we should discard the term altogether. 
Instead, we should compare the meanings individual scholars have given to 
“State Shinto” in order to come up with the most plausible interpretation of 
�
�����?��
�"	������	
�
���
�=����	
���
"���������	
��
�'�����������
�@��
����
of the different concepts.

9. Shimazono 2006, p. 484.
10. Hirano 1995, pp. 163–64.
11.� �"�'�
�*//��?
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the locus classicus of the term, the Shinto Directive12 issued by the GHQ.13 
The following relevant statements can be extracted from this legal document: 

2.a. The purpose of this directive is to separate religion from the 
state [...].

2.c. The term ����
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divested of its militaristic and ultranationalistic elements, will be 
recognized as a religion if its adherents so desire [...].15

By using the term “State Shinto,” the Shinto Directive introduced two new 
points of view regarding the relation between Shrine Shinto and the state, 
��'
����	
�=�����=�
������@�'���"�����������"
=�����������"���
������
������ 
�����	
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@����������Shrine Shinto as a religion. 

As already mentioned, in prewar Japanese society it was little questioned 
whether or not the system of State Shinto���"���������������	��	
�"
=��������
of state and religion as opposed to “freedom of belief.”16 The latter was in-
terpreted in the sense that “the state should not intervene in personal mat-
ters of religious activity,”�� which is, according to a widely accepted juridical 
interpretation, also possible under a system that does not provide separation 
of state and religion. Within these preconditions, the Japanese government 
did not opt for the religious system of any particular contemporary Western 

12. Issued on 15 December 1945, by the full title: “Matters relating to the aboli-
tion of government protection, support, supervision and proliferation of State Shinto 
or �	���
��	����?8������	
���'=�
�
������"	�4
�"������?�?�[������
�������==?����|�/?

13. General Headquarters of the Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers; 
the occupation government headed by General Douglas MacArthur.

14.� }�	�	��"	���
�  aruiwa ~�
	��"	���
� ” in the Japanese ver-
sion. 

15. Quoted from Hardacre 1989, p. 169. 
16. For criticism from Christian and also some Buddhist factions, see Kate 

Wildman Nakai’s chapter in this volume. [Editor’s note.]
��?� q�"	��������=?�*+�?
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 that abstained from 
enforcing a single belief in a state religion. Certainly, the �
��
�"�"�
', with 
Shrine Shinto as its main supporter, played the role of a state religion. Yet in 
order not to be drawn into an ideological contest with religions like Christi-
anity or Buddhism, or to avoid criticism from Western countries for adopting 
an anti-Christian state religion, the government assigned Shrine Shinto to 
the realm of “morality” (��	�
�� ���	����
@�
���	
���4�������
"����}\�=�-
nese subjects.” The distinction between “morality” and “religion,” however, 
always remained ambiguous, since morality, which was inseparably related 
to the power of the state, actually interfered in the realm of individual reli-
gion. The result of this policy was that any religious organization could gain 
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� national-
ism spelled out in the form of “national morality” (
�
�������	�
�). General 
opinion holds that Shrine Shinto actively became a device of state ideology 
after the Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905). In principle, however, the sys-
tem had already taken shape between the abolition of the “national evange-
lists” (

������
� )18 in 1884 and the proclamation of the Imperial 
Constitution in 1889. 

The fact that the religious policy of the Meiji government did not comply 
with the separation of state and religion can be gathered from the “Critical 
Petition Regarding the Three Reaching Principles”19 �""�
�� ��� ���*� >�� �	
�
already mentioned Shin Buddhist monk Shimaji Mokurai. This petition is 

18. The translation “national evangelists” for 

������
�, lit. “agents of the 
way of the teaching,” is borrowed from Hardacre 1989. National evangelists were ap-
pointed by the Great Teaching Institute (���~�
��������>����"
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of the Ministry of Shrine Deities� �\����"	
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��Buddhist as well as shrine priests. [Trans-
lator’s note.]

19. ������
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the Great Teaching Institute (see note 18) and consisted of three simple phrases: 
“(1) respect for the gods and love for the country, (2) making clear the principles of 
Heaven and the Way of Man, (3) reverence for the emperor and obedience to the will 
of the court” (Hardacre 1989, p. 43). Shimaji, who was instrumental in the Ministry of 
Shrine Deities being replaced by the Ministry of Religion (��
>�"	
��������*�����	�-
fully sensed an attempt to oust Buddhists from the campaign for a national religion 
and thus opted for a more sophisticated model (see also Nitta 2000, pp. 254–56; Fujii 
2002). 
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put forward in Japan. Yet, while Shimaji maintains that “state and religion 
are different and should never be mixed since ancient times,” he holds, on 
the other hand, that “it was because of the interrelationship of state and re-
��������	�����������>
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�@�"����'
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Based on the dualism of absolute and mundane truth, he argues that religion 
must serve the government as soon as it has been separated from the state. 
For the sake of clarity, I would like to point out an inherent contradiction in 
Shimaji’s claim for the separation of state and religion. He writes that “insti-
tutional conspiracy of state and church (religious institutions) and institu-
tional fusion of political and religious authority should be avoided, and their 
��'���"� ���� �
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should acknowledge the independence of their respective domains.”20 This 
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of state and religion.” 

From these facts we can detect, among other things, that prewar Japan 
did not comply with a model of society where “politics and religion” or “mo-
rality and religion” were clearly differentiated according to the principle of 
separating state and religion. Nevertheless, immediately after the war this 
principle was installed by the GHQ, taking the constitution of the United 
States as its model. It was a quite common phenomenon also on an interna-
tional level: at this point in time, the laïcité de l’État became constitutional 
in France, and Germany also carried out the separation of state and religion 
that had been present to some degree already in the Weimar Constitution. 
Yet there were certainly different approaches to this separation, ranging from 
the Soviet Union’s hostility towards religion to the benevolent “nonconcern” 
of the United States. In the case of Japan, one might have easily expected a 
hostile stance, since the separation of state and religion was obviously moti-
vated by the desire to abolish State Shinto?��
����	��
��	
�@�"��=������=	����
the Shinto Directive states that “militarism and ultranationalism perverted 
Shinto principles and beliefs,” Shrine Shinto itself was acknowledged as a 
religious belief just as Christianity or Buddhism are. As a result, shrines 
were regarded favorably even by the GHQ, but the ambivalence regarding 
their relationship to the �
��
��
'���
����
������������������"���"��""���"�
concerning their role in state ceremonies, discussions that continue to the 

20.�q��"	�������	�>��*//���==?��/|��?
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present day. This was only partly in accord with the intentions of the GHQ; 
to some extent it went against their expectations. 

Regarding the intentions of the GHQ, the core principle of their occupa-
tion policies was to rule and reform Japan by means of the �
��
�"�"�
'. To 
this end they denied the status of a living deity to the �
��
�>���~
=��	�"��
��-
tion to the people unchanged. Yet, while Shrine Shinto was to be “divested 
of its militaristic and ultranationalistic elements,” the GHQ did not question 
the intimate relations between the various shrines and the �
��
�"�"�
'���"�
�
�
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�� ��� �	
� ����� �	���'����"	���
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�kami related to the impe-
rial family, or that the �
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�kami in various imperial rituals). If 
only on a symbolic level, the �
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'��	�"�"�����~
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acteristics. Under the pretext of freedom of religion, the �
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of imperial rituals to his divine ancestors was seen as “the �
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�"�=
�"�����
matter,” notwithstanding the fact that he was publicly regarded as a symbol 
of the Japanese people. This is the reason the question of imperial ritualism 
has remained unsolved in the postwar period, as has been pointed out by 
Shimazono Susumu. 

This limited perception of the �
��
� "�"�
' reveals at the same time 
how the Japanese side regarded the problem: Scholars of religion, Shinto 
scholars, and bureaucrats welcomed the GHQ’s tolerance as a lucky turn of 
events. Even before the war, doubts had been raised time and again whether 
enforced reverence at shrines was in accord with the constitutional freedom 
of religious belief, but arguments that the �
��
�"�"�
'���"
���'��	��4�����
�
the constitution were virtually unheard of. This can be easily criticized from 
today’s point of view, but if we consider that the �
��
�'�����	����"��	
�
very foundation of the modern Japanese nation state, this kind of percep-
tional limitation, namely the tacit approval of the �
��
�"�"�
'��"���~�������
invisible entity beyond the law, was probably unavoidable.

The question we have to ask at this point is how this axiomatic approval 
of the �
��
�"�"�
' became possible. We will have to reevaluate the gene-
alogy of its “extralegal” status. This will lead us to the introduction of the 
concept of religion in Japan and to the question how the �
��
�"�"�
'�����
��
the pretext of an “indigenous tradition,” was seen as a blank space left out in 
the Western conception. In this respect, I would like to raise another point 
included in the Shinto Directive����'
�����"��
@����������Shrine Shinto as a 
form of “religion.” By addressing the concretizations of “religion” and “secu-
larity” in prewar society, which included the �
��
�"�"�
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�"	���������4
�
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at a perspective different from the postwar discussions, which are based on 
the precondition of the separation of state and religion.

The Concept of Religion and its Fluctuations 

When Shrine Shinto, which had hitherto been regarded as “ritualism” (saishi 
�����"��
�
@�
���"�}�
������8����!

� ) by the Shinto Directive, this 

led to tremendous changes regarding the status of Shrine Shinto in Japanese 
society. Based on the doctrine of the nonreligious nature of shrines, religion 
and ritualism had belonged to different categories in prewar society or were 
����
�"����@��������
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���"�����
�
��?��	
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ritualism at that time is plainly illustrated in the following citation from a 
newspaper essay published in 1890 by the 5�

����#����#����������: 

When we speak of ceremonies (matsuri ), we refer to ritualism 
(saishi) in the sense of paying homage to the graves of our ancestors 
��� ���
����� ���
�"� ���� ���
�"
� ��� �	
��� ���
"���� ��>�
�"� ��� 	�'
�
[…]. Every act of commemoration can be called a ceremony. Teach-
ing (oshie ) on the other hand, bears the meaning of religion 
(��!

�). It can refer to the �
��
��������	
�����	��������������	
��
object of veneration to which we turn in awesome piety as our place 
of spiritual peace and refuge.21

�	
����
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"��>��"	
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��
in the prewar doctrine of the nonreligious nature of Shinto shrines. This doc-
trine regarded religion as a matter of individual faith that everyone could 
choose freely, in contrast to ritualism, which was a public activity and the 
duty of every loyal citizen. Reverence at shrines���"��
@�
���"��������"'����
order to extricate it from the competition for believers seen as characteristic 
of religions like Christianity or Buddhism.22 Many contemporary intellectu-
��"�"����	�"���"����������"�>�"
������	
�}"
=�������������@���������=��4��
8�
(kan-shi no betsu ), that is, the political decision that “Shinto, be-

21. The article with the title “On the division of ritual and teaching” (���

��
bunri ron ) by a certain Haanshi  is quoted from Yasumaru and 
�����	��������=?�*��?�

22. See Isomae 2000.
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ing the foundation of our national essence (kokutai), should be promulgated 
>�� ��@����� ��4
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for as even the above-mentioned newspaper author observed: “Since rituals 
(saishi) are one part of any given religion, I would never say that religion has 
nothing to do with ritualism.”24 

Aside from political considerations of the above sort, Shrine Shinto 
might be seen as a kind of religion. For believers in other religions this meant 
that theres was a constant danger that the veneration of shrines as a public 
duty might intrude on the right of religious freedom. The legal situation re-
garding the nonreligious status of shrines and the separation of religion and 
ritualism was indeed undecided, as pointed out by the Shin Buddhist scholar 
Hanada� Q�
��� � ����+|���*�� ��� ��*��� �	
�� 	
� '
�����
�� }�	
�
widely known fact that there exists no juridical statement on the question 
whether [worship at] shrines is religion or not.”25 The Constitution and other 
%�������� ����'
��"� '
�
��� �����@
�� �	��� ��

��'� ��� ����	 was guaranteed 
“within limits not prejudicial to peace and order.” Questions such as whether 
worship at shrines was religious or ritual, or how such categories were to be 
�
@�
����
�
���"��""
�����=�'=	�
�"�����	
���4
��'
���"��	��"��	
�Jinja 
hongi  (Fundamental Meaning of Shrines, published in 1944 by the 
Jingiin), but these statements remained on the level of individual opinions 
without juridical consequences. Under such extrajudicial conditions, or 
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bates on this issue were left unresolved time and again. Freedom of belief, 
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��������>
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23.� }�	���
� ��� ����� kokutai no kiso nareba tokubetsu kansei o motte senpu 
seshimubeki” . “Proposal for 
Separation of Shrine Staff from National Evangelists” (Shinkan 

������
� bunri ni 
tsuki ikensho , 1883), quoted from Yasumaru and Miya-
�	��������=?���?

24.� ��"�'�������������	��������=?�*��?
25. Quoted from the report by the Committee for the Study of Religious Admin-

�"����������	�~�
��
�����	
"�����~��� , 1926 [vol. 1], p.5). See note 
36.
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garding shrines. For prewar Japanese society this meant in practice that the 
amount of religious freedom varied from period to period.26 

Under these conditions, the concept of “religion” became a matter of 
great concern for intellectuals of the time. Intimately related to ritualism, the 
�
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��������
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������������	
������
����"	���
"�
but also the extent of religious freedom. 

The Japanese term ��!

� came into common use as the standard 
����"�����������	
������"	������}�
������8������������?�;���	�����'
��
���"��
see the beginnings of a tacit tolerance of Christianity and the competition 
between various religions for adherents among the common populace. In the 
1890s, when governmental shrine policies had to be brought into line with 
the professed freedom of religion, we observe an increasing demand for a 
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the form of comparative religion introduced by ����
��
�"�%��
  
(1855–1944) and others, or, somewhat later, with the introduction of the 
@
��� ��� religious studies by scholars such as Anesaki Masaharu  
����+|�������������
 Genchi �����+|�����?*��\�=��
"
��
@�������
of religion can be arranged into two groups: one centered on belief and the 
other centered on practice. The former is the dominant stream of religious 
studies in Japan pushed forward by Anesaki, who took Western Protestant-
ism as the model for his image of religion. In his ��!

���
���������

 (General Introduction to the Science of Religion), published in 1900, 
which laid the foundation for the discipline of religious studies in Japan, 
Anesaki���4���
"��	
������������
@������#�

Religion is not simply the history of a single confession or sect, but a 
concept based on the understanding that all religions are realities of 
the history of human civilization, and are, as products of the human 
mind, part of the same process of production.28 

�	�"��
@��������"�>�"
�������="��	���������4�
�=������	����
����"��	
��
��-
tions between god(s) and humans as “products of the human mind.” Focus-

26. For a concrete example, see the “Yasukuni incident” as described by Kate 
Wildman Nakai in this volume. [Editor’s note.]

*�? See Isomae 2003, chap. 1, and Hayashi Makoto’s chapter in this volume.
28. Anesaki 1982, p. 1.



R E L IG ION ,  SE C U L A R I T Y,  A N D  T H E  “I N DIG E NOU S”  35

ing on the religious consciousness of the individual believer, Anesaki main-
tains that in spite of their differences, the various religions or confessions 
can be understood as variants of the same phenomenon of “religion.” Reli-
gion is therefore not part of a sacred realm or a transcendental sphere. Since 
everyone possesses some religious inclinations, it belongs to the mundane 
world and, moreover, is secularized in the sense of “privatization.” No lon-
ger excluded from the secular, the sacred can be found within man himself, 
which in Japan paradoxically led to a new mysticist search for the essence of 
religious experience. Anesaki, for instance, recounts his own religious expe-
riences in the following way: 

Lying alone on the sand at the seashore I enter the realm of the un-
conscious (mushin no sakai ) […]. Even if time passes and 
people change, there is always the unchanging tune of “now” in the 
�������
��"?�!��	����������
'>���
�'
 ���4
�����������4��
�'
 �
Body, dissolve in the water, heart, melt away with the light! When 
I am in this way no longer myself, I cannot help being attracted by 
such reverberations inside my breast.29 

Anesaki’s emphasis on his individual experience clearly draws on the Chris-
tian stress on belief?����'��	�"�=��������4�
����
������"����~����������"��
�
���
nothing other than “ailments” of religion in the form of superstition. In 
contrast, ���
 Genchi, who had studied together with Anesaki under Inoue 
�
�"�%��
��"�'
�	���>
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�������+�����'
������������	�����	
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@�������
of religion, in which Shinto is emphasized as an indigenous religion: 

�	
�@
������religious studies made a huge progress when it no lon-
ger understood “religion” exclusively as universal religions like 
Buddhism, Christianity and Islam, but also included tribal beliefs 
of primitive societies30 or national creeds that prospered among 

29. Anesaki����/�¢��/+£��=?�*��?
30. ���
 uses the term shizen minzoku here, which is obviously derived from 

the German Naturvolk (“people of nature”). “Primitive society” is probably the clos-
est English equivalent in texts of the period, although it has slightly different con-
notations. [Translator’s note.]
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common people since ancient times and regarded them with seri-
ous academic concern.31 

Needless to say that this point of view led ���
���������@�'���4
��
����������
of Shrine Shinto as a form of religion: 

I began to understand that a national religion, as for instance state 
Shinto (kokkateki ����	� ), even if it does not possess all 
aspects of a universal religion or a personal religion, is of foremost 
importance among all religions.32 

Nevertheless, ���
 was in full accord with his colleague Anesaki and their 
common teacher ����
��
�"�%��
 that religious belief consciously held by the 
individual devotee makes up the core of any concept of religion. 

In an attempt to overcome this limitation, Yanagita Kunio  
�����|���*��� �	
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“Any conclusion that shrines serve no other purpose than to pay respect to 
�������
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�"�������
7�
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I believe.”33 He thereby criticized the “national morality” ideology of the Bu-
reau of Shrines34 which tended to interpret all kami as men. On the other 
	�����	
���"�
���������""���"@
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Shinto scholars and regarded “the thinking about the kami that we actually 
@������������4�����
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with utmost esteem. Yanagita’s emphasis on communal practice rather than 
�������4������>
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1930s onward began to revise the ideas of Anesaki and ���
. In the form of 
religious folklore studies introduced by ������~��  (1885–1949) or 

31. ���
 2004 [1938], pp. 294–95.
32.� �>��?��=?�*��?�������
�"��"��
�����	
��
�'�}����
��	����8��"

���"���	
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duction, p. 6, note 5. [Editor’s note.]
33. Yanagita 2000, p. 245.
34. Founded in 1900 within the Home Ministry, the Bureau of Shrines (Jinja 

Kyoku ) was solely responsible for the administration of shrines, while all other 
religious bodies including Sect Shinto were administered by the Bureau for Religions 
��	�~�
� ���~�� �?� ���	� ��@�
"� �
=���
�� �	
� ���
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(Shaji Kyoku ����	��	�	���>
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religious anthropology established by Furuno Kiyoto ������|������
and others, Yanagita’s views gradually developed into the most common ap-
proach to non-Western religions. 

This practice-oriented view of religion also spread in the West, as contact 
���	��
4
��=�����������
"� ���
�"�@
�� �	����	�colonialism. While religious 
practices were initially placed at the lowest level of an evolutionary scale 
that was topped by Christian theology, they gradually came to be regarded 
as phenomena that deserve special consideration.35 In present-day Japan, 
interpretations according to the Protestant model still prevail but practice-
oriented understandings of religion have begun to erode the preeminent im-
portance attached to religious belief. ��!

� (religion) in the present sense 
of the word has therefore developed from multiple levels of meaning. At the 
beginning of the twentieth century, Anesaki and ���
, who were heavily in-
��
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��>��������
"���������
=������
����������
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���	
�@�"��"�����������
�-
pretation. At the same time, the obvious differences between Christianity, 
with its fully developed theology, and Japanese Shinto aroused a feeling of 
discomfort that found its verbal expression in the writings of Yanagita Kunio 
and ������~�?�;"��	
�@
��
��
>��
"����	����	
�Committee for the Study of 
Religious Administration36 between 1926 and 1928 indicate, serious doubts 
�
�
� ���"
�� ����
������ �	
� ��@����� �������
� ��� �	
� nonreligious nature of 

35. The above-mentioned social anthropologist Talal Asad, for instance, regards 
“the development of prescribed moral-religious capabilities, which involve the culti-
vation of certain bodily attitudes (including emotions), the disciplined cultivation of 
habits, aspirations, desires” as characteristics not only of Islam but also of medieval 
Catholicism (Asad 1996). Originally, this kind of religious practice must not be seen 
as “an autogenetic impulse but as a mutually constituting relationship between body 
sense and body learning.” It is a fatal error of modern Western interpretations cen-
tered on belief to downplay such practices as “obscure meanings” or as “symbols to 
be interpreted” (;"������+��==?���������*�?�

As Asad further states, “… in contemporary Protestant Christianity (and other 
religions now modeled on it), it is more important to have the right belief than to 
������ ���� "=
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private state of mind, a particular state of mind detached from everyday practices. 
[…] The system of statements about belief is now held to constitute the essence of 
‘religion,’ a construction that makes it possible to compare and evaluate different 
‘religions’” (Asad 1996).

36. The Committee for the Study of Religious Administration was an advisory 
board installed by the government between 1926 and 1928. Its purpose was to devise 
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the concept of religion” are still valid today, as Shimazono Susumu explains: 

While ��!

� has been established as the Japanese equivalent of 
“religion,” the Japanese term does not carry the same connotations 
as the original. […] In today’s Japanese society, there is much con-
fusion as to what ��!

� actually means, especially when one asks 
what the main religion of Japan is […]. In this sense, the Western 
concept of “religion” has not yet neatly settled in Japan. Rather, it 
is widely recognized that there is a certain perplexity regarding the 
concept of “religion.”+� 
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ism” (saishi), which served as the counterpart of religion in the nonreligious-
shrine doctrine. In the wake of the Meiji Restoration, the slogan “unity of 
cult and government” (saisei itchi ) was put forward as one of the 
major political tenets. This idea deteriorated quite rapidly, however, as can 
be gathered from the fact that state rituals were soon distributed to a num-
ber of quite different institutions: ordinary shrine rituals were overseen by 
the Bureau of Shrines of the Home Ministry, rites of the Imperial Palace by 
�	
����
�������
�
'����������
�"���	�~�>����
 ), and ceremonies at 
Yasukuni Shrine by the Army Ministry. State rituals, therefore, were not per-
formed according to a consistent, well-coordinated plan of the government. 
Certainly, these rituals had some obscure characteristics in common, since 
they were all directed towards Japanese kami and did not belong to a “re-
ligion” such as Christianity or Sect Shinto, but neither the government nor 
the general populace had a clear picture of the pantheon in which all these 
kami—ranging from imperial ancestors to imperial loyalists and heroic citi-
zens—existed and how they might be related to each other. 

This lack of clarity, however, is a most natural consequence of the fact 
that apart from its reliance on the �
��
� "�"�
', Shinto does not possess 
an explicit theology. Rather than being a fundamental defect, this ambiguity 
took on an important meaning as a blank space for ritualism that is beyond 

the legislative framework for a religious policy that would treat the three religions 
Christianity, Buddhism, and Sect Shinto as equal. 

+�? Shimazono 1998, p. 63.
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logical criticism. The fact that only shrine ritualism and its relation to re-
ligion became an issue was probably due to its intimate connections with 
“national moral education” (
�
����� 

�
� ), which was always 
��� ���
��������������	� �	
�=
�=�
�"� ��

��'���� ����	. Especially at the time 
of the Russo-Japanese War, shrine ritualism became intertwined with the 
national morality discourse propagated by the Ministry of Education. In the 
words of �
����
��
�38 “Shinto makes up our national morality, it is indeed 
the force behind the Imperial Way.”39 In this way, shrines came to be re-
garded as the arena of national morality. Thus, the oppositions “ritualism/ 

religion” and “morality/ religion,” which had been regarded as being differ-
ent up to that time, became synonymous within the nonreligious-shrine dis-
course. Through the equation of the nonverbal physical practice of rituals 
with “moral behavior,” the nonreligious-shrine doctrine was equally drawn 
into the secular realm of morality.

Morality, however, was yet another term endowed with a number of 
meanings. While scholars in the tradition of Western enlightenment, such 
as ����
��
�"�%��
 and others, simply contrasted it with religion, adherents 
of Shinto, as for instance �
����
��
���"
�����'��
�����
""��"���"�����'�����
“national essence” (kokutai ) or the �
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'���	��	��
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���*/"���������'������� in the latter sense was 
emphasized by Shinto scholars and conservative circles. Morality embodied 
a public space that subsumed also the private realm. In the same way, the in-
digenous ritualism at shrines transcended the distinction between the “secu-
lar” and the “religious.” In both cases, the concepts of Western enlighten-
ment were increasingly rejected. At the same time, Shrine Shinto was purged 
of folk religion elements that were rooted in everyday life. Ironically, this 
made the conservative plan to integrate Shinto shrines into the curriculum 
of nationalistic propaganda a fruitless effort.40 

Since Japanese society before the war did not separate religion from 
the state and did not draw a clear-cut juridical distinction between “religion 
and politics” or “religion and morality�8����
@�����������
������ that allowed 

38. �
����
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���	
�
��  (1882–1963) was a professor at Tokyo’s Shinto 
university Kokugakuin Daigaku, which he headed from 1935 to 1946. A leading 
scholar of Shinto, he was also actively engaged in nationalist propaganda. 

39. �
�����++��=?��*?
40.�;"����
�\���"	��"�����	�"�4���'
���	
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�
""�
""����State Shinto was per-

ceived as a problem even among bureaucrats.
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the nonreligious nature of shrines and the possibility to alter the scope of 
religious freedom was probably the only possible strategy. As demonstrated 
above, both religion and morality were highly ambiguous terms that were 
related to each other: a change in the meaning of one term was likely to bring 
about changes in the other term’s meaning as well. Based on this interrelat-
edness of religion and morality, even the borderline between public and pri-
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began circulated one after the other. All in all, they pointed to the extremely 
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man life, and further, between moral or religious norms of human behavior.41 

After the war, the GHQ’s policy of separating state and religion merely 
cemented the ambivalences found in the concept of religion and the non-
religious-shrine doctrine in its background, by providing an institutional 
framework for them. Certainly, the principle to separate state and religion 
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all societies, as Islamic societies demonstrate. Regarding present debates 
about Yasukuni��	���
������"�
����������@�����������
�"������	
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������"����
state and religion, or the role of ritualism, if one does not consider how re-
ligious discourses originating in the West were articulated under the above-
mentioned peculiar circumstances of Japan.

At this point we should pay special attention to Shimazono’s remark 
that by way of imperial ritualism, religion leaks into the public sphere and 
may thus endanger the freedom of religion. If we consider this only from a 
religious perspective as a continuation of State Shinto, however, we will en-
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to understand the historical process by which religious and nonreligious dis-
courses articulated themselves if we attribute all these phenomena a priori 
to the category of religion. As Talal Asad claims, “there cannot be a universal 
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41. The following statement by José Casanova, who criticizes the dualism of 
Western enlightenment, may help us to understand the problem in the Japanese 
case: “[…] modern walls of separation between church and state keep developing all 
kinds of cracks through which both are able to penetrate each other; […] religion and 
politics keep forming all kinds of symbolic relations, to such an extent that is not easy 
to ascertain whether one is witnessing political movements which don religious garb 
or religious movements which assume political forms” (Casanova 1994, p. 41).
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discursive processes.” This pertains also to the terminology of present schol-
ars, which cannot be treated as a transhistorical commodity.42 Being the core 
of Japanese national identity, the �
��
� "�"�
' assumed its multilayered 
character through various oppositions, such as “religion/morality,” “reli-
gion/Shinto,” and “Western/indigenous,” not only before but also after the 
war, and is therefore not simply a phenomenon of State Shinto or religion. 

The �
��
��
����"'� ��� �	
� kokutai ideology can be found in the 
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�Imperial Constitution, which stipulated that “the 
empire of Great Japan will be governed at all times by the �
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?8�
On the other hand, Articles 4 and 55 provided that the �
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constitutional monarch, should be controlled by the constitution, 
the parliament, and the government. In this regard, he was con-
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“beyond” the constitution. Moreover, his absoluteness of impe-
rial power was not just founded on “divine right,” as in the case of 
Western absolutism, but rather on “sacred kingship by a kami.” The 
“contradictions” in these imperial conceptions could only be solved 
by presenting the �
��
��"���}��4����kami” (arahitogami ).43

As the above quote from Kan Sanjun indicates, the �
��
� ��� �	
� '��
���
�
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�"�"�
' was at the same time a sacred king clad in the traditional aura 
of holiness and a constitutional monarch who embodied Western civiliza-
tion and enlightenment. This status beyond the law, which can be neither 
described as religious nor as secular, is the core of imperial authority in the 
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an extralegal status and why it continues to hold it even now. 

The Tennō System as an Entity Beyond the Law

As we have seen above, the nonreligious shrine doctrine was not shared 
univocally by the entire population in prewar Japan. Rather, Shrine Shinto 
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42. Asad 1993, p. 29.
43. Kan 2001, pp. 58–59.
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of religion. In a judicial gray zone, which prescribed neither a state religion 
nor the separation of state and religion, several opinions, including those 
of the government, existed side by side. As soon as these opinions went be-
yond shrine ritualism and questioned the imperial authority residing in its 
background, however, they were countered by immediate repression, even 
in times of comparative religious tolerance, as we can see from the scandal 
in 1890 caused by the Christian��
��	
����	�'��������
��
��"�������>������
the portrait of the emperor,44 or Kume Kunitake’s critical writings on Shinto 
from 1892.45 Neither Uchimura nor Kume intended to reject the �
��
�"�"-
tem as such, but since they expressed an objection against its authority in 
their speech and conduct, public punishment was the only answer to be ex-
pected. Moreover, this punishment was not executed directly by organs of 
the government, but was initiated in the name of the entire society by con-
servative scholars or right-wing political organizations. It was therefore not 
a judicial matter, but a kind of self-censorship arising from within society, 
demonstrating how deeply rooted respect towards the �
��
�"�"�
'���"����
that time. In this sense, we should regard the �
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���
up forcefully by state power, but rather as an entity beyond the law that in the 
eyes of the people could never become the object of criticism. ���
 Genchi, 
for instance, who insisted on the religious nature of Shrine Shinto, did not 
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��'��������	 inherent in such a conception, 
but while pushing Shinto up to the status of a state religion tried to squeeze 
in religious freedom: 

Founded on the belief in the rule of our divine emperor, state Shinto 
(kokkateki ����	�), the national religion of Japan, has existed in the 
mind of the Japanese people since times immemorial, long before 
Article 28 of the Constitution was drafted. Ranking even higher 
than the Constitution, it has formed the essence of the Constitution. 
According to my understanding, the idea of Article 28 is to allow 

44.� ��	�'��������
�  (1861–1930) was forced to resign from his post at 
the First Higher School after he failed to bow before the newly promulgated Imperial 
Rescript on Education during a public ceremony. 

45. Kume Kunitake  (1839–1931) was forced to resign as a professor at 
Tokyo Imperial University after he published an article with the title “Shinto Derives 
from an Ancient Custom of Worship of Heaven” (����	��%�����	������
�"�
� 

).
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missionary religions from abroad, such as Buddhism or Christian-
ity, as long as they accept state Shinto as Japan’s national religion 
������������
������������������	���?46 

Such interpretations of Shrine Shinto as the state religion were not only 
held by Shinto scholars like ���
, but also by opinion leaders like Minobe 
Tatsukichi �����+|����������
=�
"
�����4
�����
'�������� ��>
���-
�"'�����	
����"	
�
��?��	
�	
���	
��>
����
������	
����"
�4���4
�����	
���>-
eral camp, they all took the position that shrines related to the �
��
�"�"�
' 
should be exempted from the scope of religious freedom, since this would 
expose them to competition with other religions. Even critical interpreta-
tions of Shrine Shinto stopped short of asking questions that might put them 
����������������	��	
��
��
�"�"�
'�����������	
����
�����	
����������"'�	
�
?�
Therefore, scholars who opted for a different concept of religion than that 
of ���
 eventually arrived at similar conclusions. Anesaki, for instance, who 
wrote about his own mystical experiences, argued that “the ‘self’ is the center 
���
4
���	����� ��� �"� �	
�������=������
�
�������	
�'������"'?8��������}��
����
the centers that unites microcosm and macrocosm in vivid and harmonious 
communication […] is the basis of all activities we call ‘state.’ The center of 
every individual microcosm exists in harmony with the macrocosmic cen-
ter of the state (or race).”�� Thus, Anesaki regarded the state as a fusion of 
individual consciousnesses in a kind of superego.48 In a similar way, Uno 
and Furuno, who applied a practice-oriented concept of religion, voiced 
sympathy for the idea of the “Great East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere” and 
came forward with studies on the new Japanese colonies.49 No matter what 
concept of religion they opted for, they all found themselves united in their 
support of the �
��
�"�"�
'���	��	��	
���
����
���"��	
�
""
��
��������
���
Japanese cultural traditions. They imagined the �
��
�"�"�
'� ��� �	
� ���'�
of the unchangeable “national essence” (kokutai), an unfathomable outer 
"=	
�
��	�����"�'
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��	�"�������������>
����������
@���
�4
�-
balization. Matsuura Hisateru  has aptly explained kokutai in the 
following way: 

46. ���
�*//��¢��+�£��==?�+//|+/�?
��? Anesaki 1904, p. 29.
48. See Isomae 2002.
49.� �
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In contrast to the pompous ostentation of kokutai as an oversensi-
tive ��������	, the ������= related to it is extremely feeble, almost 
inexistent. It seems as if kokutai did not possess a concrete, explicit 
meaning but was just a pretext to trigger all kinds of statements 
concerning it. The noise produced by all these statements seems to 
have served no other purpose than to enhance the symbolic value of 
kokutai. […] In this case, if somebody asked what kokutai was, such 
“problematization” would have been regarded as an unconceivable 
topic that ought to be suppressed. What was protected by the taboo 
of any questions of this type was probably the �
��
�"�"�
', which 
means that the �
��
�"�"�
'�����>
���
���@
�����	�kokutai itself.50

As Yasumaru Yoshio explained somewhat earlier, within Japanese society 
there was a movement searching for the nation’s original traditions, which 
originated in resistance to Japan’s integration into the Western world after 
the country was opened to the West in the late days of the Tokugawa shogu-
nate. At the same time, there was a call for a historical authority within the 
country that could replace the shogun. According to Yasumaru, these are the 
reasons why the �
��
�"�"�
' was regarded as Japan’s existential founda-
tion in modern Japan.51 Yet its supreme authority was not regarded solely 
as the fundament of the Japanese nation-state. It was not merely a single 
cultural element articulated within the sphere of historical contingency. Like 
the Christian god in the eyes of his believers, it had to be imagined as the 
shining unfathomable “beyond” that was unaffected by historical change. 
In Japanese society, which lacked the idea of a transcendental origin as in 
monotheistic Christianity, a transcendent entity in the form of an unbro-
ken line of living deities seemed suitable for replacing the Christian god as 
the founding principle for the nation-state. Moreover, the �
��
���"�>��	���
constitutional monarch based on a Western concept that claimed universal 
validity, and a sacred king embodying the particularities of Japanese culture, 
as pointed out by Kan Sanjun. He therefore transcended the opposition of 
“Japan” and the “West,” or rather, he was perceived as the invisible founda-
tion from which the “secular/religious” dichotomy arose and as such, identi-
�������	��	
�
'=���"����@
��kokutai, an extraliminal existence and therefore 
beyond the scope of any rational critique. 

50.� ���"�����*///��==?�+��|��?
51.� ��"�'�������*���	�=?��?
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Only Protestants and Marxists, who were rooted in Western thought, 
possessed a means of objectifying the �
��
� "�"�
' and resisting it. Both 
�
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���	����
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����'�"����''��'
��������	��	�
therefore could provide a basis for their adherents to confront the �
��
�"�"-
tem. Yet in the end, monotheistic transcendence as preached by Protestant-
ism could not take root in the world of critical Japanese intellectuals, and did 
not result in the rejection of the �
��
�"�"�
'��"�"��	?��	��
�����
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Marxism entered the intellectual world of Japan from the 1920s onward, 
after a secular form of Christianity had prepared the ground in the form of 
Liberal Theology. 

�
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� �	�� >
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� ��� �	
� �������
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�
always been few in Japan. Therefore, questions of religious freedom aris-
ing from the “religion/shrine” opposition never gained serious footing in 
the broad strata of society. However, when the exploitation of the people 
through state powers represented by the �
��
���"����"
���"���'�%�����=���
as for instance in a statement by the Communist Party in 1932—this secular 
problem, which pertained to the common people, aroused interest among 
large numbers of intellectuals, regardless of whether they were devotees of a 
particular religion or agnostics. Marxism in Japan began with the analysis of 
the capitalist economy and as an antireligious ideological movement. When 
Marxists were confronted with the massive enforcement of �
��
�"'����'�
1933 onward, however, in their opposition they had to address the historical 
origins of the kokutai ideology as well.52 According to my examination of 
����
'����
7�"����'��	�"�=
�������	�"���"��	
�@�"����'
��	���'��
���\�=�-
nese intellectuals repudiated the existence of the �
��
�"�"�
' directly. The 
Marxist critique interpreted the �
��
�"�"�
'��"���"
������=	
��'
��������
unmasked the limitations of the allegedly unbroken existence of the �
��
�
dynasty. It claimed that the origins of Japanese people reached back to much 
earlier times. By doing so, however, it based the national identity on the 
same logic of historical essentialism as did the �
��
�"�"�
'?�

In the end, Marxism was not able to pinpoint the extralegal status of the 
�
��
�"�"�
' within the realm of the secular, since the �
��
�"�"�
'�>
����"�
not only to the sphere of secularity but to that of religion as well. As we have 

52.� �"�'�
�*//�>��==?���/|�*?
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seen in the case of national morality, it transcended the “secular/religious” 
dichotomy in a way that has not yet been acknowledged within the discourse 
of historical studies. Rather, academic disciplines such as history or religious 
studies helped establish such oppositions as “secularity vs. religion” or “mo-
rality vs. religion,” and these oppositions established the �
��
� "�"�
'� �"�
��������	�'�>�
�
�����?��	�"�������"�
7��
'
������@����������	
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to question the �
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�"�"�
'������	��	� �	
�� �	
'"
�4
"��
�
�=���?� ��� �	�"�
perspective, the appropriate strategy for dealing with the extralegal nature 
of the �
��
�"�"�
'��������"��������%�"���
=
����	
��������"'�>�"
�����	�"����-
cal essentialism or on the principle of the separation of state and religion. 
Rather we should ask how phenomena like the �
��
�"�"�
'��	��	�"

'�
to tower above historical contingency that belongs to the secular and the re-
ligious, and that at the same time transcends them—manifested themselves 
within the historical context. We should objectify the process of this manifes-
tation in terms of a genealogy of nonhistoricism. It seems necessary not to be 
content with the respective discourses of history or religious studies, but to 
create new forms of expression in order to characterize the extralegal nature 
of the �
��
�"�"�
'����	���"���
��?��	
�
"��>��"	
����"����"
"����religious 
studies and history presume universal validity for both the religious and his-
torical conceptions of the �
��
�"�"�
'�����	���	��	
"
�����
=����"���
������
��
�
7=�
""��������������	
����
"=
���4
�@
��"?�������
������>%
�������	���	�"�
>

��=��%
��
���"�>
�����	�"�������
�'�"��@�"���
���"�������	
"
�=�
"�'=-
tions. Above all, we should not forget that the extralegal status of the �
��
�
system is not a transhistorical fact, but a historical product resulting from 
the confrontation of modernizing Japan with the Western world. It appears 
in the guise of an extraliminal entity precisely because it occurred within the 
framework of Westernization. 
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