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T his chapter discusses the emergence of “humanistic studies” (jinbun-
gaku )1 in modern Japan. Rather than Shinto studies alone, 
the broader context of Shinto and nationalism in academic discourse 

will be addressed. As an academic discipline, Shinto studies were of a rather 
limited scope but the topic of Shinto was taken up also by other disciplines. 
Nationalism, on the other hand, did not necessarily go hand in hand with 
an interest in Shinto. As I will try to show, in the late nineteenth and early 
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disciplines, each branch developed its own kind of nationalist discourse. 

Periodization 

The development of the humanities before World War II can be roughly di-
4��
��������	�

�=
����"?��	
�@�"��=
�������"���"=��
��>���
���������"����	�
Western learning in the wake of the Meiji Restoration in 1868, but it was not 
������������	����	
�humanities became part of an academic curriculum. The 
University of Tokyo was founded in this year—at the time the only university 

1. The term jinbungaku is the Japanese standard translation of the Western 
concept of “the humanities” or the German Geisteswissenschaften. In the West, how-
ever, these latter terms have recently met with criticism for their implicit Euro- or 
logocentric implications. Jinbungaku, on the other hand, could be retranslated as 
“studies of human culture,” implying a concept less biased by Western humanism. 
[Translator’s note.]
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in Japan—and included, among others, a faculty of literature. In the next 
years, several private and public colleges came into being, but most of them 
were only devoted to particular applied disciplines such as politics or law.2 
;�������������������	�"�@�"��=
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" in a Western sense were 
not fully developed. 

The second period spans from the Sino-Japanese War (1894–1895) to 
World War I (1914–1918). In this period, growing numbers of the intellectual 
elite went abroad to study, and upon their return to Japan they introduced 
Western scholarship, thereby laying the foundations of humanistic studies 
proper. New imperial universities were founded in Kyoto (Kyoto University, 
��������
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1911). In this period, scholarship in the humanities took on a new dimension 
and developed on a broad scale. 

The third period lasts from the end of World War I to the end of World 
War II in 1945. In this period, the technical sciences, medicine, and eco-
nomics were given primary importance by the state.3 In addition, we observe 
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religious institutions. Both state and private universities contributed to the 
establishment of large academic societies in all kinds of subjects. In addition, 
there was an increasing academic interest in Asian studies, since in these 
years, Japan began to invade and colonize other Asian countries. 

It is no mere coincidence that the three periods of humanistic studies 
sketched above are framed by wars. Warfare not only accelerated the mod-
ernization of Japan as a whole, it also had a distinct impact on scholarship 
including the humanities. In the following, I would like to take a closer look 
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which humanistic studies proper were not yet fully established.

The Second Period in the Development of Humanistic 
Studies 
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2. Nakura 1984, p. 133.
3. Naka�������
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ing power. After defeating China, Japan seized control of Taiwan in 1895. 
Japanese rule met with hostile resistance by the Taiwanese people, however, 
and the island remained unstable for almost twenty years. In 1910, Japan 
annexed Korea and turned it into a Japanese colony. 

In 1894, the Japanese government also signed the Anglo-Japanese 
Treaty of Commerce and Navigation, which was followed by similar treaties 
with other countries in 1896. These new treaties became effective in 1899 
and led, among other things, to a change in the legal status of foreigners. 
Whereas foreign residences had previously been restricted to designated ar-
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the above mentioned founding of imperial universities in Kyoto, T
hoku and 
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In the following, I will analyze this question by focusing on religious studies 
in general, Buddhist and Shinto studies, and, in addition, Oriental studies.

Religious Studies
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Kyoto University followed suit, setting up a chair of religious studies������/��
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  (1869–1944), a scholar 
of Buddhist�"����
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4. This was called “homeland cohabitation” (naichi zakkyo ). Initially, 
many voices were raised against this policy because of fears that there would be a 
massive spread of Christianity due to the intrusion of foreigners into Japanese soci-
ety.
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torian of religion Anesaki Masaharu shows that he was of particular impor-
tance for the development of Japanese religious studies.8 In 1900, Anesaki 
went to Germany, where he studied indology under Paul Deussen. When he 
returned to Japan, he took on the newly established chair for religious stud-
ies at the University of Tokyo. Anesaki had written his doctoral dissertation 
on early Buddhism in India, but later turned his academic interests to Nichi-
ren Buddhism, Christianity���
������"���������������
��	
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�
ingenious statesman and early mentor of Japanese Buddhism. In 1913 he 
was invited to teach at Harvard University for two years, where he lectured 
on Japanese religion and morals. Although Anesaki had studied indology 
and Buddhism in the West and spoke a number of Western languages, he 
nevertheless chose Japanese religious history��"�	�"�"=
��@��@
�������
"
���	?�
As evidenced by his invitation to Harvard, he was considered a representa-
tive of Japanese religious studies who could explain Japanese religion to a 
foreign audience.

While Japanese history, literature, or folklore studies tended to adopt 
a more nationalistic perspective, scholars of religion did not contribute di-
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originated in the West and was introduced to Japan as a discipline based on 
Western logic and Western concepts. Those Japanese scholars who turned to 
the study of religion were therefore Western-oriented. They clearly differed 
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�humanities in that they used “religion” 
as a new concept derived from Western thinking. 

In addition to this role in academic discourse, scholars of religious stud-
ies� ��� �	
� ���4
�"���� ��� ��~��� ��"�� ���@��
�� �� ��'>
�� ��� =��������� =���������
tasks related to the antagonisms of Sect Shinto, Buddhism, and Christian-
ity at that time. Holding an equal distance to each of them, religious stud-
ies provided a place where proponents of these faiths could meet. In 1912, 
for instance, Tokonami���~
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vice-minister of the Home Ministry, sought Anesaki’s help in establishing 
an ecumenical forum of representatives from Sect Shinto, Buddhism, and 
�	��"����������
�
��
������"����~�
�����
  (Assembly of Three Re-
ligions). Tokonami created this assembly in order to mobilize religious spe-

8. A detailed biography of Anesaki has been compiled by Isomae and Fuka-
zawa 2002, pp. 30–109. See also Isomae Jun’ichi’s chapter in this volume, pp. 
34–35.
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cialists for “national education” (
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moral behavior strengthening national integration “in the spirit of autono-
mous self-government” (#������#������������� ) and to “over-
come the deleterious trends of the time by restoring the health of society” 
(������8!#������
��"��
� ).9

Buddhist Studies

The beginnings of Buddhist studies as an academic discipline can be traced 
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�'��~�[��� Tanzan  (1819–
1892) lectured on Buddhist texts at the University of Tokyo. Other similar 
lectures followed, although a chair of Buddhist studies had not yet been 
founded. In 1899, Takakusu�\��%��
�  (1866–1945), the “father of 
modern Buddhist studies” in Japan, became a professor of linguistics at the 
University of Tokyo and two years later, assumed the chair of Sanskrit stud-
ies. Takakusu��
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on Sanskrit and Pali to a Japanese audience. Other students of Müller were 
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1883), who both edited critical editions and bibliographies of Buddhist clas-
sics. In modern Japan, Indian and Buddhist studies were thus launched 
by students of Müller. Therefore, Müller�"� ����
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but in time Buddhist studies gradually became a separate subject. 

Shinto Studies

The term “Shinto studies” (����	���
� �� �"� "���� ��� 	�4
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�� Shinto studies per se did 
not exist in the second period. Nevertheless, research on Shinto was done 
under different labels. One place to carry out such research was the Insti-
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~��%� ), a college for Shinto 
priests founded in 1882. The same year also saw the foundation of a college 
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for Shinto priests at the imperial shrines of Ise, the \������
��~~�� 
.10 In addition to providing training and education for priests, these schools 

had some academic research on their agenda. Research on Japanese history, 
literature, and law was pursued especially at Kokugakuin , originally a 
branch school of the Institute for Imperial Classics founded in 1890.11

At the beginning of the second period, Shinto shrine priests started a 
movement to restore the Department of Shrine Deities (Jingikan )12, 
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an extent that the average Shinto priest was seriously threatened by poverty. 
Moreover, shrines had been put together with Buddhist temples under the 
jurisdiction of the Bureau of Shrines and Temples (Shaji Kyoku ). The 
protesting priests achieved their goals to some extent in 1900, when the Bu-
reau of Shrines and Temples was divided into two: One responsible for su-
pervising “religious” institutions, and the other, the Bureau of Shrines (Jinja 
Kyoku ), devoted exclusively to the administration of Shinto shrines. 
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as “nonreligious” sites of national rites. The entire populace was expected 
to participate in this national cult, irrespective of their individual religious 
beliefs.14
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13. Sakamoto 1994, pp. 305–11.
14. See Kate Wildman Nakai’s chapter for a detailed discussion of this process. 
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Oriental Studies
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against China, “Oriental history” (	�
���� )15 was introduced as a new 
subject in middle school education following a proposal by Naka Michiyo 

 (1851–1908), a scholar of East Asian history who was also active as 
a teacher in secondary education. A number of textbooks on Oriental his-
tory for middle schools appeared in rapid succession. Oriental history was 
established as an academic subject at the University of Tokyo in 1910, with a 
focus on Chinese studies.16 Due to its roots in Western scholarship, Oriental 
studies differed greatly from the traditional “Chinese learning” (kangaku 

). The founder of Japanese Oriental studies, Shiratori Kurakichi  
(1865–1942), for instance, regarded the idealized emperors of Chinese antiq-
uity such as Yao, Shun, or Yu��"�@�������������
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actual historical personages. This was a great shock for traditional scholars 
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latter’s natural respect towards China, the Oriental scholars’ iconoclastic ap-
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methods.�� The shift from traditional Chinese learning to Oriental studies was 
therefore a change from veneration to relativization. Oriental scholars who 
had been trained in Western scholarship and Western languages revisited 
Chinese history and Chinese philosophy from a Western angle. In addition, 
the Japanese victory over China in the Sino-Japanese war of 1894–1895 was 
an important turning point that led to a shift of the Sinocentric geopolitical 
view of Asia to a perspective that placed Japan at Asia’s center. Oriental stud-
ies stood in the vanguard of this movement. The decline of Sinocentrism be-

15. The term 	�
��  is usually translated as “Orient” and is often used in 
contradistinction to ���
�� , “Occident” or “the West.” However, the Western 
conception of the Orient places the Oriental heartlands in the Islamic countries of 
the “Middle East,” whereas in Japanese the term 	�
� refers to the “Far East,” i.e. 
��"�� ;"���� ��� 
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and ���
� are of Chinese origin and refer to the (barbarian) countries to the east and 
west of China. Thus, in Chinese 	�
� would include Japan but not China. On the other 
hand, Japan is sometimes excluded from 	�
� in the modern Japanese conception of 
the term. [Translator’s note.]
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gan of course much earlier and increased notably at the time of the “Opium 
War,” 1840–1842. 

Characteristics of the Third Period

World War I aroused a keen interest in economics and the natural sciences in 
Japanese political circles. In 1918, the so-called University Law (daigaku-rei 

) changed the academic system dramatically. The imperial universi-
ties founded faculties and institutes of natural sciences and economics, and 
new facilities were built, above all, for the natural sciences and medicine. 
Private colleges were given the right to become regular universities. As a re-
sult, graduates from these private schools were granted the same status as 
graduates from imperial universities.18 Subjects that fell under the faculty of 
literature no longer had the same privileged position they had formerly held. 
However, although this might imply that studies related to religion were 
no longer considered useful, this was not the case. This period also saw the 
increasing attraction to Socialism and Marxism among students. The gov-
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opinion that religious specialists could make a positive contribution to moral 
betterment and national education. One of these was Okada�Q�
	
��  
(1864–1934), minister of education at the time of the enactment of the new 
University Law, who planned to establish a research institute and a second 
chair for religious studies at the University of Tokyo in addition to that of 
Anesaki. For some time, the plan even included the establishment of four 
more chairs for religious studies, but a change of government led to the abor-
tion of this idea. However, two years later a chair was established in Shinto 
studies (1920) and six years after this, three chairs in Indian studies (1926), a 
�
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�������~���’s plans.19 

Religious Studies

Religious studies experienced great changes in this period, at both a schol-
������
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19. Hayashi 2008a, p. 81.
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saki, including Uno� ��~��  (1885–1949), Furuno Kiyoto  
�����|������� ������� Ken’ichi  (1905–1954), and Tanase� \
%��

 (1910–1964). Another scholar who combined religious studies with 
ethnology was Akamatsu��	�%
�  (1886–1960), who had graduated 
from Kyoto University. Thus, a new generation of scholars of religion took 
a particular interest in ethnology and sociology. They studied the ethnologi-
cal theories of James Frazer, Edward Tylor, Robert Marrett, and Wilhelm 
Schmidt, as well as the sociology of Emile Durkheim, introduced them to 
larger circles in Japan, and eventually carried out ethnological studies of 
their own. In other words, the founding fathers of Japanese ethnology all 
began their research within the area of religious studies. Given the contem-
porary focus in Western ethnology on questions of an “ur-religion” or the 
origin of religion, it was actually quite natural that Japanese scholars of reli-
gion turned to ethnology.20

In contrast to Anesaki, who emphasized the emotional and irrational 
aspects of religion, scholars like Uno regarded religion primarily as a social 
phenomenon and turned their attention to collective religion rather than in-
��4������>
��
�"?�����	
���@
�����~��	
������"
�����4�����"�;"���������
���"�
religions: Uno studied rice cults in Malaysia; Akamatsu, who held a posi-
tion at �
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�����~����"	�'���"' in Korea and 
Manchuria; Furuno investigated aborigines from the highlands of Taiwan 
(Takasago-zoku ); and Sugiura and Tanase did research in Southeast 
Asia. The range of these ethnological�"����
"���
������
�
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���	
�
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of Japanese colonialism?�;���	
�"�'
���'
����4
��'
�����@����"�����>
�������
regard these studies with growing interest. 

On the institutional level, chairs of religious studies were established 
at the imperial universities������~����������������
	�~�?����������
�
"���-
@����
�� ���Buddhist or Christian groups—colleges that had been promoted 
to university status under the new University Law—also founded chairs for 
religious studies. In 1930, scholars from the imperial universities as well as 
from private religious universities formed the Japanese Association for Re-
ligious Studies��$�	����	�~�
�&�~~������	��	�>
��'
�������
���4
��'>�
����
organization. Already in 1924, a Japanese Colloquium on Religion (Nihon 
�	�~�
� �����~�� ) had been formed in order to stage an 
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international conference on world religions. When these attempts failed, a 
Japanese Conference on Religions��$�	����	�~�
����~��� ) was 
held in its stead in 1928, commemorating at the same time the enthronement 
���
"������'=
�����	
��. At this conference, several political measures were 
���4��������==��4
��������������	
�@�	�������"��Communism, the support of 
the League of Nations, and a reversal of the prohibition of religious educa-
tion. Anesaki and many other scholars of religion put all of their efforts into 
the organization of this conference.21��	��
��'=�������@���
"����'��	
�Bud-
dhist, Christian, and Sect Shinto communities made an appearance at the 
conference, scholars of religion from the universities did all the work. As in 
�	
���"
�����	
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�����
 mentioned above, the fact that members of the 
three religious communities got into contact, met at certain places, and initi-
ated common projects was due to the efforts of scholars from the University 
of Tokyo. 

Buddhist Studies

Similar to religious studies, the imperial universities of Tokyo, Kyoto, and 
�
	�~��
"��>��"	
���	���"����Buddhist studies as well. In addition, Buddhist 
studies became a necessity for private Buddhist universities that had gained 
��@������
����������>���	
�����"����������������?��������	�����'
���	
�
����-
tion of Buddhist clerics had consisted of the subjects “fundamental teaching” 
(��!�� ) and “additional teachings” (
��� ), i.e., the primary doctrine 
of each school and the doctrines of other schools. Since this did not com-
ply with the form of an academic discipline, the traditional curriculum was 
now augmented with Western-style philological research on Sanskrit and 
Pali texts. In other words, Japanese Buddhist studies came to be character-
ized by a combination of traditional studies of the (Chinese) Buddhist canon 
and methods of philological investigation introduced from the West.22 This 
resulted in huge editorial projects such as the ���������"�

�, the 5������
������!����"�

�, and the ����������"�

� producing critical editions of 
canonical texts.23 Hatani� Q�
���� � ����+|������� =���
""��� ���� Bud-
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22. Hayashi 2002, pp. 35–43.
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� were edited by Nakano Tatsue 

et al. from 1914–1921. The one hundred volumes of the� 5������ ������!� ���"�
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dhist studies at Kyoto University, remembered this period in the following 
words: 

It goes without saying that during the Meiji period, the scholarly 
circles in our country imported Occidental scholarship from all di-
rections and imitated it in any manner they could. Only we Bud-
dhist� "�	����"�� �	�� �
�
� ��'������ ���	� ���@����� �	��
"
� Buddhist 
texts, were able to present new material to the learned circles in 
America and Europe. We did not only publish original research, we 
also made the Sanskrit Buddhist texts transmitted to our country 
known to the public, introduced Western Buddhist scholars to the 
Buddhism of Japan, and contributed by no small means to their 
>
�
@�?��
��	
�
���
��
=�
"
��
���	
�=���
�����
�%��"�	����"	�=?24 

While Hatani refers to the Meiji period in these recollections, the editions of 
the Buddhist��������
�
����������=�>��"	
�����'��	
����"	
�=
���������*|
1926) onward. It was in this period, therefore, that the strengths of Japanese 
Buddhist studies made themselves truly visible. As we will see below, the 
���@�
��
� ��� Buddhist scholars like Hatani in being better than Western 
scholars at mastering Chinese texts was also typical for Japanese Oriental-
ists.

Shinto Studies

�	
�@�"���	��������Shinto studies was established in 1920 at the University 
of Tokyo, and the scholars ���
 Genchi �����+|�������Miyaji Nao-
kazu  (1886–1949), and Tanaka���"	��
� �����*|�������
�
�
granted teaching positions. In 1933, a chair for Shinto history, sponsored 
by Shinto priests from Kyoto, was established at Kyoto University.25 It was 
included in the faculty of Japanese history and employed a number of lec-
turers, including Yanagita Kunio � �����|���*��� ���~��	� Shinobu 

������|���+�������[����� Toshiaki  (1893–1983). In con-
trast to \������
��~~�� at Ise or Kokugakuin University, which regarded the 

1924–1934. The ����������"�

� (Canon of Southern Buddhism) was edited again 
by Takakusu and others from 1935–1941.

24. Hatani�������=?���?
25. Hayashi 2005, p. 68.
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training of Shinto priests as a crucial aspect of their mission, the institutes 
at Tokyo University and Kyoto University emphasized academic research 
����"���4
������������
���
���������������	
�"����@����
�����	������'�����	
�
general populace. According to Isomae Jun’ichi, “Shinto studies or Shinto 
study groups tried to unify research on Shinto, which hitherto had been car-
��
���������
=
��
��������	����	
�@
��"����=	���"�=	���\�=��
"
�	�"���������
religious studies. In order to do so, however, they had to establish Shinto as 
a worthwhile object of study.”26 Thus, the imperial universities of Tokyo and 
Kyoto were expected to present a meaningful explanation of Shinto for the 
general public that went beyond the traditional learning and liturgical train-
ing of Shinto priests.

Oriental Studies

As public and private universities and colleges expanded in the wake of the 
new University Law, facilities to teach Oriental studies increased as well. In 
1920, several journals on history and Chinese studies were founded. In 1924, 
�	
� ���
����� !�>����� ��
�
� ���~�) was opened to the public, and in 1929 
part of the war reparations from China���"��"
�������	
����������������
	
�
Bunka Gakuin, an institute for Oriental studies, which became the publisher 
of the 5������
���, a journal on Oriental studies.*� The above mentioned 
Shiratori Kurakichi taught at the University������~����	��
�$���
 Konan 

 (1866–1934) held the chair of Oriental studies in Kyoto. Under their 
guidance, scholars of Oriental studies appeared in large numbers. Thus, the 
development of Japanese Oriental studies proceeded in the same pace as the 
occupation and colonization of neighboring countries such as Taiwan (1895), 
Korea (1910), or Manchuria (1932). In the words of Shiratori, 

It seems just and fair that research on Oriental matters should be 
done by Oriental people. However, Western scholars have been the 
=���

�"�����	
�@
������Oriental studies. As in politics, this has been 
seen as a pillaging and violating act, which we have had to endure 
with bitter feelings. Presently, as Asian nations became weaker 
and weaker and are almost on the verge of dying, it is perhaps im-
possible to expect the scholars in these countries to improve their 

26. Isomae 2003, p. 215.
*�? ������������==?��/|��?
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scholarship. However, in a country like ours, where in contrast to 
other Asian nations, progress is being made in all parts of society, 
[…] we should combine our efforts to make up for this fault and 
excel, above all, in Oriental studies.28

Here, Shiratori associates Western Oriental studies with the Western inva-
sions of Asian countries, regarding Westerners as “pillagers” and “violators.” 
Since other Asian countries were too weak to take on the task of developing 
Oriental studies, he regards it as his duty to better Western scholars. Oriental 
studies should be led by Oriental people. Since the West had taken the initia-
tive, however, Shiratori saw only one place, where Japanese scholars had a 
chance to recover from their setback: “There is only one place left for us. It is 
Manchuria and China, the place where the war is happening, the place where 
the war broke out, the place that must come under the custody of Japan.”29 
Japanese scholars were certainly effective in collecting material and under-
��~����@
�����~�����������
������	���������Korea, activities that were, ac-
cording to Shiratori, motivated by the desire to expand Japanese Oriental 
studies and to outrival Western scholars. Listening to Shiratori it seems as if 
�	
�"��
���@��"	�������>
��

����"�������
"�������	
�������
���������
�
�
taking place in the same setting. His arguments are based on the following 
premises: 1) the antagonism between East and West is of primary impor-
tance; 2) since, with the exception of Japan, Asian countries are weak and 
in decline, Japanese scholars alone are capable of doing research on Asia; 
and 3) Japanese Oriental studies will eventually surpass their Western coun-
terparts. While Shiratori�"��
'��~"�=
����������������
'���@
���� ���"��@�
"�
to replace the term “Oriental studies” with “the state” in order to arrive at a 
%�"��@����������\�=��
"
�colonial rule and occupation under the pretext that 
the Japanese state, in opposition to Western powers, had to save the other 
Asian countries from decline. Catchphrases such as the “Great East Asian 
Culture Sphere” (���	������
�
�� ), or “Great East Asian Co-
Prosperity Sphere” (���	��� 

���
�� ) served as euphemisms 
for Japan’s colonial aggressions. The other scholars mentioned above also 
used and supported these catchphrases.

28. Shiratori����/�¢��/�£��=?�+?
29. Shiratori������¢��*�£��=?�+��?
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Japanese Humanities and Theories of Colonization: 
Takakusu Junjirō and Uno Enkū

In the 1930s, when Japan was already preparing for the war that culminated 
in World War II, several scholars mentioned above engaged in debates on 
Japanese superiority in Asia. The buddhologist Takakusu� \��%��
�� ���� ��-
stance, wrote a book called The Essential Philosophy of Asian Peoples (Ajia 
���"�
�����#�!����������, Takakusu 1936) in defense of Japanese coloniza-
����� ��� ;"��?� [�"� ��
�"� �
�
� >�� ��� '
��"� "�=
�@����� =�"������� ����
��
��
simply by contemporary politics; Takakusu’s support of totalitarianism was 
���	
��>�"
�����	�"�=
�"�����"��
���@�����4������"#

When we ask what China possesses after having thrown away the 
treasure of Confucianism���	
�=���
�����	
�����������
�@������	����
but feces left by the West. There is no way out of the country’s ruin. 
The same is true of India. […] While India produced the enormous 
treasure of the Buddha, to whom people all around the world bow 
their heads, Indians are not going to escape the ruin of their country 
because they, in the end, abandoned this treasure.30

According to Takakusu, China and India themselves were to be blamed for 
their decline since they had abandoned the traditions of Confucianism and 
Buddhism, respectively. While Oriental wisdom originated in these coun-
tries, it had been neglected and fallen into decay. The only way to study Con-
fucianism or Buddhism was to do research in Japan. Only Japanese scholars 
were able to recount and convey Oriental wisdom. In other words, those in 
charge of representing Oriental wisdom were Oriental or Buddhist scholars 
like Takakusu himself. We can readily see that Takakusu’s arguments take on 
a form quite similar to that of Shiratori. This likeness seems to have arisen 
from a common position shared by scholars of Buddhist, Indian, and Orien-
tal studies. 

As already mentioned, Uno���~�����=���
""������religious studies at the Uni-
versity of Tokyo was the teacher of numerous pioneers of ethnology in Japan. 
Uno, who had studied under Marcel Mauss in France, not only familiarized 

30. Takakusu���+���==?�+��|��?
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his students with German, French, and British ethnology and sociology, he 
��"���������
��	�"�����@
�����~���������"��. Using theories of ethnology, 
he insisted that Japan shared a basic agricultural culture with Southeast 
Asian countries distinct from China: 

If we look at Japanese folk culture from an ethnological perspec-
tive, its various forms and structures seem to derive from what 
recent theories would call an agrarian culture sphere. With regard 
to religion, such agricultural culture spheres typically place great 
importance on the dead and on ancestor worship. Thus, our coun-
try, which called itself the “Land of Abundant Reeds and Ears of 
Rice” (Toyo-ashihara-mizuho no kuni) and was based on agricul-
ture, exhibited several material and spiritual characteristics of an 
agrarian culture sphere, and even had a matriarchal social system. 
At the level of religion, several facts attest to ancestor worship hav-
ing been directed at female ancestors, the mioya. However, due to 
the ensuing intense contact with Chinese culture and philosophy, 
many elements of ancestor worship were reinterpreted in terms of 
Confucian morality. Ancestor worship therefore changed and was 
directed to ancestors in the male line, this being typical for the con-
tinental cultural sphere of cattle breeders who emphasized patri-
linearity. As has been repeated several times, however, ancestor 
worship in our country did not originally derive from China. There 
is a much older view of the ancestors with its own forms, ideals, 
and corresponding cults. These are not the spirits of the ancestors 
as Western scholars imagine them to be, and their worship was not 
merely derived from the fear of their spells. Rather, these ancestors 
were considered people living together with the present Japanese 
populace, working for and supporting their ethnic communities.31 

According to Uno, the basic ethnic culture in Southeast Asia was agrarian 
and comprised worship towards maternal divinities and ancestors. Although 
elements from Indian and Chinese cultures were superimposed onto this ba-
"��� ������
�� �	
"
� ��
� '
�
��� "�=
�@����� =	
��'
��?� �	
�� "��	� 
�
'
��"�
are sifted out, one arrives at the basic culture, and the similarities and con-
nections between the various ethnic groups of “Asia” become apparent. This 

31. Uno 1936, pp. 49–50.
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�	
���������>�"������������"=	
�
��
���
"��	
�����
��
"����India and China to 
surface phenomena that do not penetrate to the fundamental cultural core. 
�	
�"����@����
����������������	��
"
�������
"��"��	�"��
����4��
����	
�>�"���
culture being regarded as the older, more pervasive, and more vital element. 
According to Uno’s theory, belief in female ancestor deities is a characteristic 
of the original agrarian culture sphere that can be found in Japanese Shinto 
and ancestor worship as well as in Southeast Asia as a whole. While the out-
line of Uno’s concept is indebted to Wilhelm Schmidt’s Kulturkreislehre,32 
Uno asserts that the living realities of these ethnic cultures cannot be grasped 
by Western concepts such as “ancestor spirits,” “animism,” or “primitive re-
ligion.”

The fact that Japan belongs to this ethnic cultural sphere of Southeast 
Asia leads Uno����=�"�����
�}�����@������	���¢�
�\�=��
"
£��

������	
�>��-
toms of our hearts. […] On the basis of this brotherliness, Japan of today has 
shouldered the mission to become the leader of these peoples.”33 In other 
words, the Japanese are predestined to become the leaders of the people in 
South Asia due to their brotherly feelings. In this sense, Uno too was a de-
fender of the “Great East Asian Culture Sphere.” 

Thus, Uno appears to share the nationalist discourse of Orientalists, in-
cluding that of buddhologists like Takakusu, but his views differ from theirs 
in one decisive aspect. In the eyes of the Orientalists, Japanese leadership 
was legitimized by the fact that Japan was the only Asian country that had 
not endured the experience of colonization, and that it had successfully man-
aged to become a modern nation. As the leader of Asia, Japan would now 
represent Asia in its confrontation with the West. According to this view, 
Japan had to pass a double elimination process. First it surpassed China 
and India to become the leader of Asia. At the same time, Japanese scholars 
of Oriental studies proved to be the only ones capable of transmitting the 
Eastern wisdoms of Buddhism and Confucianism. In a second step, Orien-
����"�"�������	�4
����@�	�������"���	
�'��
�����4��������������	
��
"���"����
Oriental wisdom��"��	
����
�=��?��	
�@�"��"������
���"���@�	���'����;"����
�������
"�����"�=�
'��������'��
��������	
�"
�����"������
���"���@�	�����	�
the West for Eastern spiritual culture. This ambivalence corresponds to the 

32. Schmidt (1868–1956) postulated an Urkultur that split up into three basic 
cultural circles: agrarian planters, totemistic hunters, and nomadic kettle breeders. 
The agrarian circle is marked by matriarchy, similar to Uno’s conceptions. 

33. Uno 1942, p. 28.
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duality inherent in Japan’s modernization. While Japan appears as the most 
Westernized nation when compared to other Asian countries, it still regards 
itself as the representative of Asia when compared to the West. 

In Uno’s theory of basic cultures, on the other hand, there is no double 
elimination process nor is the issue about winning or losing at all. Uno em-
=	�"��
"��	
�"����@����
������>�"���������
�>
�����	
�"�����
�������
���	��	�
'�~
"�����
�
""���������	
�\�=��
"
������~����
��
��	
�����@������������	
�
Southeast Asian cultural sphere. This region, which had earlier been colo-
nized by Western powers, was now occupied by Japan. In Uno’s opinion, 
in contrast to the Western colonizers, a basic culture linked these countries 
and the Japanese, which included cultural similarities as well as feelings of 
solidarity. For Uno, Japan could take over the leadership of Southeast Asia 
only under the condition that it came to accept its kinship bonds with these 
ethnic cultures. 

Thus, although neither the Japanese Orientalists nor ethnologists ques-
tioned their country’s hegemonic ambitions, their theoretical frameworks 
justifying these ambitions were fundamentally different. For the Oriental-
ists, Japanese supremacy was grounded on modernization and war, whereas 
ethnologist"�
'=	�"��
���	
��
������������������������@����
"?�

Conclusion: Two Forms of Nationalism

From the time of the Sino-Japanese War to the end of World War II, Japan 
was an imperial state that possessed colonies. Imperial Japan had to deal 
with a number of ethnic groups and later, with a number of puppet states. 
In this period, the humanities were intimately connected to this colonial rule 
and developed in tandem with it. This was most obvious in the case of Ori-
ental studies, but religious studies, Shinto studies, and Buddhist studies all 
"

'����	�4
�>

�����
���������
��
��>��\�=��
"
�colonialism as well. Reli-
gious studies produced a number of ethnologists���	�"
�@
�����~����Korea, 
Manchuria, Taiwan, and Southeast Asia����
�
��@�"�	�����
=���"��>�����	
"
�
countries. Shinto and Buddhist studies were originally directed to the train-
ing of clerics, but as soon as they were established as academic disciplines in 
the imperial universities the general populace became their intended audi-
ence and they took on the task of extolling the uniqueness of Shinto and 
�	
�"�=
�����������\�=��
"
����	§�§����Buddhism, respectively. The Shinto 
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studies program at Tokyo University, for instance, never educated priests, 
but rather attempted to provide a meaningful conception of Shinto in the 
context of State Shinto.34 Religious studies was not only a hub for other aca-
demic disciplines, it also played a political role by providing common ground 
for concerted actions between Buddhist, Shinto, and Christian groups. Be-
fore the war, scholars of Shinto and religious studies were mostly interested 
in matters within Japan, but later they also became engaged in assimilation 
politics in Korea or Taiwan. 

To help explain the different means that scholars from the different ar-
eas of the humanities� �"
�� ��� ���@��� �	
��� ���
"� ��� �	
� ����
7�� ��� \�=��
"
�
imperialism/colonialism, I would like to propose the terms “Orientalistic 
nationalism”35 and “ethnologistic nationalism?8��	
�@�"���
�'��
"���>
"��	
�
ideological attitude found in Oriental studies. By “Orientalistic nationalism,” 
I refer to the ideological expedient of replacing the traditional sinocentric 
viewpoint with the perception of Japan as the center, a view that subse-
quently led to the notion of the “Great East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere.” 
This “Orientalistic nationalism” could also be found in Buddhist studies with 
respect to India. This kind of nationalism typically consisted of premises 
such as the following:

1. A new geopolitical consciousness of Asia with Japan replacing China as 
the center. In order to achieve this goal, after the Sino-Japanese War the 
subject Oriental studies was established in middle schools and, later, at 
the university level.36 During this period, Western languages replaced 
Chinese as the language of the educated in Japan. Oriental studies intro-
duced the notion that the role of Asia’s leading nation had shifted from 
China to Japan.

2. Spiritual leadership in all matters pertaining to Asia. Since the other 
Asian nations had been robbed of their languages, they were no longer 
able to explain their culture, their history, or their religion. Thus, it was 

34. On this topic, see also Isomae Jun’ichi’s chapter in this volume. For the edu-
����������"	���
�=��
"�"��"

������\���"��	�=�
���==?����|��?

35. Since this term is derived from Japanese Oriental studies, i.e., Japanese 
sinology, it has different connotations than Edward Said’s famous concept of “Ori-
entalism” (Said������?���������������	��
4
���>��	�����
=�"�	����'����=�����
�"� ���
common. 

36. Hamashita 2004, pp. 232–39.
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Japan’s duty to take over this discourse. The wisdom inherent in Orien-
tal culture, history, and religion could only be conveyed by the Japanese.

3. Opposition between Western materialism and Eastern spiritualism. As 
the leader of Asia, Japan had to convince the West of the depth of Asian 
wisdom and culture. 

In contrast to these premises, Uno’s view can be called an “ethnologistic na-
tionalism.” It was based on the conviction that the Japanese shared a basic 
culture with the ethnic peoples of Southeast Asia and were therefore tied 
to them by feelings of closeness and brotherliness, a relationship that could 
never be comprehended by Westerners. Since Southeast Asia had been colo-
nized by the West, it was Japan’s duty to expel the Western powers and rule 
these countries. Compared to the two-sided logic of “Orientalistic national-
ism,” “ethnologistic nationalism” consisted in a rather homogeneous self-
awareness. Quite similar thoughts can be found in the folklorist theories of 
Yanagita Kunio, who was also convinced that it was possible to rediscover 
�	
������'
��������
�"��������
���>
��
�"�����	
�"�����
�����
��
�������
����
culture was removed. 

Both Orientalistic and ethnologistic nationalism originated in the re-
lationship between Japan and its neighboring countries. The former was 
directed at China and the nations surrounding China, adopting the latter’s 
traditional hegemonic pretensions by putting Japan in its place. The latter 
constructed an intimate relationship between Southeast Asia and Japan on 
the basis of their common cultural sphere. Since World War II, with Japan 
having lost all its colonies and being reduced to a country of only a few is-
lands, nationalism in Japan has acquired a unilateral perspective. Prior to 
the war, however, a number of peoples and countries were under Japanese 
rule, which necessitated a theoretical framework explaining their relation-
ship to Japan. In this respect, “Orientalistic nationalism” offered such a 
framework with regard to China and its neighboring countries, while “eth-
nologistic nationalism” played a similar function with regard to Japan’s rela-
tion to ����	
�"��;"��?�;"�>��	��"=
��"�>
��'
�"�=
�����"����
�� �	
������
Oriental studies and ethnology��������
���
@�
���	
'"
�4
"�>�"
�����na-
tionalistic ideologies, but limited themselves strictly to academic activities. 
Nationalism has become a unilateral phenomenon, and Japan’s perception 
of itself as a colonial power has fallen into oblivion. 
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Let me add a last word on Shrine Shinto after the war. When the system 
of State Shinto���"���@���������""��4
��>���	
�"������
��Shinto Directive of 
December 1945, Shinto faced an existential crisis. The Allied Forces, how-
ever, decided that Shinto might continue to exist if it purged itself of all na-
tionalistic elements and became a religion for individual believers. In order 
to prove that Shinto had originally been a religion in this sense, the Shinto 
world turned to scholars of religion and folklore studies for help. Kishimoto 
Hideo  (1903–1964), a scholar of religious studies, and the folklor-
ist Yanagita Kunio were invited to Kokugakuin University to explain their 
respective views on the relation of religion and Shinto. Thus, after the war 
Shinto studies quickly converged with religious studies.+� Scholars of reli-
gion attested to the religious nature of Shinto, and folklorists like Yanagita 
and Orikuchi Shinobu passionately argued that Shinto was originally derived 
from common folk beliefs. Orikuchi created the neologism “Shinto religion” 
(����	����!

�), which became a catchphrase in the folklorist discourse on 
Shinto. Thus, the end of World War II marked not only the abolition of State 
Shinto but also the change of Shrine Shinto from a “nonreligion” to a “reli-
gion.” It is important to keep in mind that scholars of religion and folklore 
studies appeared as skillful defenders of “Shinto as a religion” only after Ja-
pan’s defeat in World War II. 

+�? Hayashi 2008a, pp. 85–86.
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