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Shinto and the Heart of Japan through Ise Shrine

I am lucky to have the opportunity to participate in the Ise-Japan Study Program 2016,
which is organised by Kogakkan University in collaboration with Ise City. This
program is an interesting one that introduces Japanese indigenous religion, tradition
and culture. I have benefited tremendously from participating in this program, and the
knowledge that I have obtained from this program will be instrumental for my
research on Japanese social history. I would like to thank all the administrative and
teaching staff of Kogakkan University for their support over the past three weeks.

Shinto has been established as a religious practice in Japan for more than 1450 years,
coexisting with Confucianism, Buddhism and Taoism. Shinto developed with local
practices of agricultural rituals and festivals in Japan during the Yayoi period (300
BC-AD 300). The term “Shinto” was coined in the sixth century when Buddhism
entered Japan from China. Shinto became the state religion at the time of the Meiji
Restoration in 1867 when it was formally separated from Buddhism. At the end of the
Second World War, Shinto was abolished as the State religion because of its
association with Japanese military aggression in Asia. However, it still remains the
centre of the rituals and community festivals in Japan until today.

Shinto honours ancestors, pays tribute to kamis, or spirits, and has had strong
relationships with the Japanese state, emperor and culture. It is said that eight million
kamis exist, most of whom are associated with the heavens or natural objects on earth.
One of the most important deities among the eight million kamis is Amaterasu-
omikami, the sun goddess, who, according to legend, gave birth to Japan's first ruler,
Emperor Jimmu.

As a religion, Shinto has no founder, no official sacred scriptures, and no fixed dogma.
It has a very formal and organised structure of religious practices and collection of
folk practices, everyday beliefs and secret rituals. Shinto places tremendous
importance on ritual purity and cleanliness in one's dealings with the kami. Diverging
views on the nature of Shinto exist inside and outside Japan. Some view Shinto as a
symbol of the Japanese nation because of its close links to the founding of Japan and
the Japanese Imperial family. Others see it as a community religious practice because
of its emphasis on local shrines and local guardian gods. Perhaps Shinto should be
best viewed as a set of customs, rituals and beliefs relating to ancestor cults and
animism.

Shinto is a strong spiritual force that continues to have an effect on the social
structures of modern Japan. Although the majority of Japanese people claim no
religious faith, most of them visit shrines on New Year’s Eve and they visit their
ancestors’ graves regularly or occasionally. The popular participation in activities
relating to Shinto by Japanese people shows that Shinto plays a significant part in the
everyday life of Japanese people.

The well-organised Ise-Japan Study Program 2016 is a wonderful opportunity to learn
about Japanese religion and culture. 1 would highly recommend this program to



anyone who wishes to understand and study Japanese culture and society in future.
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(ranking system of Shinto shrines)
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