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Introduction

“On Shintō” (Shintō no koto) comprises one half of one of three fascicles that 
make up the Myōtei Dialogues (Myōtei mondō 妙貞問答). Myōtei Dialogues was 
composed in 1605 by Fukansai Habian 不干斎ハビアン (1565–1621), a Japanese 
convert to Christianity, who had spent some of his youth in a Zen monastery, and 
was perhaps ordained as a Rinzai monk at Daitokuji.2 The dialogues, which were 
never published, were seemingly little read, little known, and quickly forgotten. 
They are nonetheless of great historical interest in the present context of late 
medieval, early modern Shintō. “On Shintō” is one of a sequence of dialogues on 
religions – Buddhism in multiple forms, Confucianism, and Christianity are the 
others –in which Habian pits his two fictional nuns, Yūtei 幽貞 and Myōshū 妙秀 

against one another. Yūtei, a Christian, dominates the exchanges, while Myōshū 
her foil, is a Pure Land Buddhist who is convinced, at the outset at least, that 
Buddhism, Confucianism and Shinto all partake of the truth. Time and again, 
though, we witness Myōshū yield to Yūtei’s logic, until at the climax of “Shintō 
no koto,” she admits defeat, declaring her wish to convert to Christianity. The 
volume as a whole draws its considerable persuasive power from the relentless 
drive of the dialogue format. This was not a technique that Habian pioneered, of 
course. Japanese Buddhists had deployed it in their writings over the centuries, and 
Habian demonstrates here that he was well-aware of its efficacy in the countering of 
pernicious thinking.3 
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No section of the Myōtei Dialogues surpasses “On Shintō” in terms of historical 
interest. It is the first clear statement by a Christian on the system of beliefs, 
practices and sites known as Shintō. I shall argue that it marks a decisive leap 
forward in Christian knowledge of the religious landscape of Japan in the late 
16th and early 17th centuries. This was precisely the time at which the Yoshida 
variety of Shinto, created in the fifteenth century by Yoshida Kanetomo 吉田兼倶 
(1435–1511), enjoyed an unprecedented position of public prominence.4 At the end 
of the sixteenth century, it had found favour with the hegemon Toyotomi Hideyoshi 
(1537–1598), and then, at the start of the seventeenth, with shogun Tokugawa 
Ieyasu (1543–1616). Of yet greater historical significance is that “On Shintō” 
constitutes the first known assault on the “Shintō” creation myths since they were 
committed to writing as the Nihongi (Nihon shoki) and the Kojiki back in the eighth 
century. And it is arguably the most thoroughgoing assault of them all: authors in 
later generations took aim at the myths from multiple angles, but few rivalled “On 
Shintō” for its vigour and its vitriol. 

This essay is an exercise in emplacement. I set out to identify the place of “On 
Shintō” in the intellectual milieu of late medieval and early modern Japan. To this 
end, I employ three strategies. I first explore the logic of Fukansai Habian’s assault 
on the Nihongi creation myths, duly noting how he targets both Yoshida Shintō 
priests, who appropriated the myths, and the myth-informed idea of Japan as a 
sacred land.5 I then step back to emplace “On Shintō” in the trajectory of Christian 
missionaries’ evolving grasp of Japanese religious topography. I investigate the extent 
to which “On Shintō” constitutes new knowledge, and ask what can be known of 
Christians’ familiarity with Shintō prior to Habian’s intervention in 1605. Finally, 
I make a case for the pioneering, historic nature of “On Shintō” by casting forward 
to sample some of the myth-critiques written by Habian’s intellectual “heirs” in later 
decades. The afterlife of “On Shintō” I address in the conclusion.6 

4. The rise of Yoshida Shinto is plotted in Breen and Teeuwen 2010, Chapter 2.  
5. Habian is familiar with the Kojiki and also with the Kujiki, but for him – as for most 

early modern intellectuals before Motoori Norinaga - the Nihongi is the authoritative 
text. (Habian 2015, p.148.) 

6. The present study is not the first dedicated to Fukansai Habian’s take on Shintō. 
There are essays by Ebisawa (1982) and Kadoya (1999), but the historical comparative 
approach adopted here is quite different. 
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Negating the Nihongi Narrative

The Shintō dialogue between Yūtei and Myōshū commences with an attack on 
the Yoshida “take” on the Nihongi myths; it ends with tales of Yoshida fraudulence. 
Evidently, Yoshida Shintō is Habian’s primary target. He ranges further afield: to 
the myths themselves that the Yoshida now claim for their own, and beyond to the 
myth-informed theory of sacred Japan. But what first rouses Yūtei’s ire is Myōshū’s 
nonchalant claim that Kunitokotachi no mikoto 国常立尊 is not merely the first 
kami in the cosmos, but the creator of all things. Yūtei, who is alert to the influence 
of Yoshida Shintō here, refers Myōshū back to the Nihongi, where that kami appears 
in the form of a reed-shoot. “Pay attention to this. It means not that Kunitokotachi 
no mikoto created heaven and earth, but that Kunitokotachi no mikoto himself 
emerged from a Heaven and Earth that were already created.” (Habian 2015, p. 150. 
All translations are by the author). Yūtei’s point is, of course, that a creator must 
exist elsewhere, but she wants Myōshū to understand that the creator-theory is a 
Yoshida embellishment to the Nihongi narrative; that no evidence is to be found in 
the narrative itself. 

Yūtei proceeds to ridicule the Yoshida claim – accepted unthinkingly by 
Myōshū – that in their possession are documents comprising 15,395 kanji handed 
down from the age of the gods. These kanji, “distorted and twisted somewhat like 
the intonation marks you find on Buddhist shōmyō scores,” predate by eons the 
arrival in Japan of Buddhist sutras (Habian 2015, p. 155). Yūtei pours scorn on the 
claim: “Dear me! Lies and yet more lies… The truth is that nobody has ever seen 
these characters, precisely because they never existed… If they had really existed, 
surely [the Yoshida] would show us at least one, even if we cannot expect them to 
reveal all 15,395!” (Habian 2015, p.155). The Yoshida lie about the past, then, and 
they are charlatans. They trick people into believing in all manner of kami, which 
in truth, are simply Yoshida inventions. Yūtei invites consideration of the kami 
Hachiman and Tenjin, who on closer inspection turn out to be none other than 
Emperor Ōjin 応神天皇 and the courtier Kan no Shōjō 菅丞相 respectively. Praying 
to such kami is worthless: 

When famous people like these die, the head of the Yoshida family pronounces 
which kami they have become and makes them into that kami by performing some 
ritual or other. Then everyone is duped into thinking that it must be true. Just think 
about it. Anyone who gives a rank to someone else is [by definition] above them in 
rank. In this fashion, a kami created by the Yoshida must rank below them. You 
are better off paying your respects to the Yoshida than to the kami (Habian 2015, 
p.160).  
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In her final swipe, Yūtei holds up for ridicule a Yoshida priest who boasted of his 
authority over all the kami in the cosmos, only to be humiliated by a petitioner who 
wages he cannot persuade the kami of wealth to shower him with blessings (Habian 
2015, p.161). 

It is striking that Habian’s writing of the Myōtei Dialogues coincided closely 
with the rise of the Yoshida Shintō family to a position of prominence in public 
life. Yoshida Kanemi 吉田兼見 (1535–1610) and his brother Shinryūin Bonshun 
神龍院梵舜 (1553–1632) had earned the trust of Toyotomi Hideyoshi – the classic 
case of a Yoshida-made kami. They subsequently had the ear of Tokugawa Ieyasu, 
who charged them with overseeing Hideyoshi’s posthumous cult. Indeed, in 1604, 
Kanemi and Bonshun had staged extravagant celebrations at the Hōkoku 豊国 
shrine in Kyoto to mark the seventh anniversary of his death (Itō 2012, p. 164). 
Habian perceived the growing proximity between the nascent Tokugawa dynasty 
and the Yoshida Shinto family as a menace.

Habian’s scornful dismissal of the Yoshida segues into a merciless attack on the 
myths themselves, the core of Yoshida theology. He has Yūtei land three successive 
blows. First, she ridicules the creation narrative as a mere dramatization of the yin-
yang principle; next, she insists that yin-yang drama reveals nothing of creation or 
the cosmos, but everything of procreation between a man and a woman; finally, she 
fixes her withering gaze on the Nihongi narrative of moon, sun and sun goddess. For 
Yūtei, then, the reed-shoot born from heaven and earth is “simply a reference to the 
forces of yin and yang.” Take the name of the reed-shoot kami, she proposes: Kuni 
refers to both heaven and earth (and so “yin and yang”), toko means “eternal,” and 
tachi means “standing alone,” with mikoto a mark of respect. Yūtei infers from this 
that Kunitokotachi no mikoto is in heaven “the spiritual origin of one yang and on 
the earth the spiritual origin of one yin.” She pursues this line of analysis, running 
the yin-yang rule over the seven generations of heavenly kami down to Izanagi and 
Izanami, the mother and father (for which, read “the yin and yang”) of heaven and 
earth (Habian 2015, pp. 152–153). 

Yūtei then claims a flash of insight into the true meaning of these tales. Surely, 
she says, Kunitokotachi is but a metaphor for sexual relations? Is not his successor 
kami, Kunisatsuchi 国狭槌, the semen of the father as it congeals and dwells in 
the mother’s womb? And his successor, Toyokunnu 豊国主, the movement of the 
infant in the womb? There is much more in this mischievous vein: Yūtei is tickled 
by the Nihongi scene which places Izanagi and Izanami on the floating bridge of 
heaven, thrusting the jeweled spear into the ocean. “The underlying meaning of the 
expression “dipping the spear” is obvious… Just work out for yourself what the spear 
and the droplets might mean.” All of which leads her to conclude that (Yoshida) 
Shinto, authorized as it is by the Nihongi myths, is nothing more or less than “the 
principles of yin and yang as they operate in the physical relations between man and 
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woman” (Habian 2015, p. 154). Neither in their original form nor in their Yoshida 
reading do the Nihongi myths shed any light on cosmogony. 

Yūtei is far from finished; she turns next to tales of the moon and the sun 
and the Ise shrines (Habian 2015, p.157). She showers contempt on the Nihongi 
depiction of a time when heaven and earth were in close proximity, co-joined by 
a ladder, which the sun goddess and the moon god ascend to become the sun and 
moon: “Utterly ridiculous,” “a pathetic fiction.” The sun and moon are inanimate 
objects, not sentient beings like kami: how else can we plot the summer and winter 
solstices? If it were really the case that the sun is Tenshō Daijin 天照大神, a sentient 
being, and that she had union with her brother to produce six or seven offspring, 
would their children not be suns, too?7 Should there not then be six or seven suns 
in the sky? Such considerations guide Yūtei to the most striking of final flourishes. 
The sun is just the sun and not Tenshō daijin, the kami worshipped at the Ise 
shrines. Since this is so, Tenshō daijin cannot exist: “the great bright spirit of Ise” 
is without substance. And given that the kami has neither existence nor substance, 
“there can be no point in the Ise shrines themselves” (Habian 2015, p.159). Such 
is the climax of Yūtei’s myth diatribe. It is especially noteworthy since the nascent 
Tokugawa regime was attentive to the Ise shrines. In 1601, Tokugawa Ieyasu had 
made offerings to Ise, and shrine priests had prayed for him and his sick mother. 
In 1603, he created the new post of Yamada magistrate to oversee Ise affairs, and 
launched the preparations for the vicennial rebuilding of the Ise shrines, scheduled 
initially for 1605. Catholic missionaries were keenly aware, too, of the popularity 
of Ise pilgrimage among commoners. And yet here is Yūtei dismissing the Ise kami, 
insisting there is “no point” in the Ise shrines.

That the Jesuit Habian’s concerns ranged beyond Yoshida fraudulence and 
Nihongi nonsense to shinkoku 神国 theory – the idea of Japan as a sacred land – was 
natural enough. After all, Toyotomi Hideyoshi had deployed the theory in 1587 
to legitimate his ban on Christianity and his expulsion of Christian missionaries. 
Article 1 of his executive order had declared there was no place in Japan for the 
pernicious creed of Christianity, precisely because Japan was a land blessed by the 
kami and Buddhas (Rekishigaku Kenkyūkai 2006, p. 43). Shinkoku theory was a 
threat, and Habian now has Yūtei demolish it. She posits the general principle that 
island countries, cut off from continents, always begin with migration. Such was 
the case with Ceylon off the coast of India, and Madagascar off the coast of Africa; 
Japan is no exception. People migrated to the Japanese islands from the continent 

7. Note that throughout Habian uses Tenshō daijin, not Amaterasu Ōmikami, to designate 
the sun goddess. Nowhere in missionary records does Amaterasu Ōmikami appear. This, 
no doubt, reflects usage in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. 
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in ever greater numbers, and before long they forgot their true origins. Amnesia 
prompted them to craft tales of Japan and the Japanese as sprung from the kami 
Izanami and Izanagi. It was, indeed, a case of “one man telling a falsehood only for 
millions to accept it as truth” (Habian 2015, p.154). 

Myōshū, who joined this Shintō dialogue convinced Japan was “superior to both 
India and China” precisely because of Izanagi and Izanami, grasps the principle, 
urging Yūtei to expand on Japan’s true origins (Habian 2015, p.150). Yūtei does so 
with a tale of the Zhou 周 clan. Japan was known in China as Kijikoku 姫氏国 or 
“land of the Ki people.” Ki, she points out, is none other than the name of the Chinese 
royal family of Zhou. This is all the proof needed to demonstrate the ancestors of the 
Japanese were descendants of Prince Taibo 泰伯, the oldest, most virtuous of Zhou 
King Tai’s sons. Taibo removed himself from the capital to the east coast of China, 
from where his descendants made their way to Japan. Yūtei ties up her “sensible 
explanation” of Japan’s origins with an admonition for Myōshū: “Absolutely nothing 
in the Nihongi has any truth in it.” “It is a book full of nonsense from start to finish” 
(Habian 2015, p.156). 

Christians on the Kami and Shintō 

No surviving document written by Christian missionaries or converts prior to 
Myōtei Dialogues features any discussion of Shintō, to the best knowledge of this 
author. There is a problem of historical sources, to be sure, but the missionaries 
seem to have known nothing of Shintō before the Myōtei Dialogues of 1605. In the 
correspondence of Francis Xavier (1506–1552) and Cosme de Torres (1510–1570), 
there are, indeed, multiple references to kami and kami practice. Both men were 
struck by the popular worship of the sun and the moon; and De Torres observed 
that many Japanese seemed capable of worshipping anything as a kami, including 
the devil.8 

The several authors of Sumario de los errores de Japão, de varias seitas of 1556 also 
identified varieties of camìs, prominent among whom were men involved in state-
building in remote antiquity.9 The Japanese, though largely ignorant of cosmogony, 
knew moreover of a man and woman who descended to earth bearing a large ladle 

8. Here I use Mitsuhashi Takeshi’s translation of Xavier and de Torres. (Mitsuhashi 
1981b, pp.76–77.) 

9. Sumario is of disputed authorship, but Urs App sees the defining influence here of 
Paulo Chōzen (d.1557), a convert from Tendai Buddhism, as well as Juan Fernández 
(d.1567), Balthasar Gago (1520–1583) and Cosme de Torres. See App 2012, pp. 
34–35. I use Mitsuhashi’s Japanese translations of Sumario de los errores de Japão, de 
varias seitas of 1557. For this citation, see Mitsuhashi 1976, pp.21–23.
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with which they churned the muddy planet. Liquid mud dripping from the ladle 
solidified to form “Auendesxima” (Mitsuhashi 1981b, pp. 80–81). This is clearly 
a reference to Izanagi, Izanami, and their making of Awaji, very much as recorded 
in the Nihongi. The Sumario authors recorded a second Nihongi legend of an egg-
like substance which, at the dawn of time, separated into heaven (the male, white 
component) and earth (the female, yolk component). All of creation arose, learned the 
authors of the Sumario, from the interaction of the two (Mitsuhashi 1976, p. 22). Here 
is the first clear evidence of missionaries’ familiarity with the Nihongi creation myths.

The Sumario, written within the mission’s first decade, also noted the existence 
of a sect of kami (seita destes Camis). The kami in question had appeared in a 
dream to “bonzes” revealing the treatment they desired – propitiation with meat 
and fish – and necessary taboos: on women in menstruation and child-birth, and 
on men in mourning. The kami of this sect also promised divine assistance to any 
seeking revenge against enemies. There were other, evil camis, too, who possessed 
and tormented the living, demanding propitiation. Yet other kami assumed the 
form of pigs, oxen, dogs and foxes. The Japanese venerated them all as though they 
were saints (Mitsuhashi 1981a, p. 22, and Mitsuhashi 1981b, p. 64).10 The Sumario 
authors reported that the priests of this (unnamed) sect, all in the service of the 
devil, declined relations with women for reasons of taboo; instead, they found their 
pleasure with young boys (Mitsuhashi 1976, pp. 24–25). The point to appreciate 
here is that the missionaries do not understand these cults and their kami or priests 
as constituting Shinto.

In 1563, an extended disputation on religion took place in Nara, involving 
Jesuit brother Laurenco Ryōsai, Yūki Tadamasa 結城忠正 (most trusted vassal of 
the daimyo Matsunaga Hisahide 松永久秀), a third man referred to as Guequidono 
and the Jesuit priest Gaspar Vilela (1525–1572).11 The relevance of this is that 
Guequidono was Kiyohara Shigekata 清原枝賢, the great grandson of the founder of 
Yoshida Shintō, Yoshida Kanetomo (On Kiyohara, see Ebisawa 1976, pp. 102–105). 
Luis Frois (1532–1597) wrote of these Nara disputations thirty years later in his 
Historia de Japam, but offers frustratingly little detail. He described Shigekata as a 
noble man of courtier stock, so “deeply knowledgable of Japan and China that [the 
emperor and] his court regarded him as their sage” (Furoisu 1981, pp. 165–166). 
Yūki Tadamasa, for his part, was renowned for his skill in the arts of spirit-
communication, swordsmanship, calligraphy, and astronomy (Furoisu 1981, pp. 
159–160). Frois writes that both men soon succumbed to the power of Laurenco’s 

10. Here and below I rely on Mitsuhashi’s translations from Gago’s missives. 
11. The debate and its immediate outcome are recorded by Luis Frois in Part 1, Chapters 

37 and 38 of his Historia de Japam. I have used the Japanese translation by Matsuda 
Kiichi and Kawasaki Tōta. See Furoisu 1981, pp. 159–181.
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logic, were later baptized by Gaspar Vilela, and then headed to Kyoto to add their 
weight to the missionary endeavour (Furoisu 1981, pp. 166–167). 

Oyama Tokuko 小山悳子 has argued for the historical significance of this 
contact between Laurenco, Vilela and Shigekata. For her, it explains why Christian 
missionaries began shortly – in fact, it was fully three years later – to deploy the 
term tendō 天道 as a new rendering for the Christian God. This, she contends, 
they appropriated from the practice of Yoshida Shintō priests who, in recent 
years, had begun deploying tendō for Kunitokotachi no mikoto. In brief, Yoshida 
influence, via the person of Shigekata, accounts for the choice missionaries now 
made (Oyama 1980, pp. 246–248). However, it is just as striking – at least to 
the author of the present article – that neither Vilela in his subsequent missives, 
nor Frois in his Historia give any indication they knew of Guequidono’s Yoshida 
Shinto connections; indeed, they show no awareness of Yoshida Shinto at all. Nor 
do they reference the main Yoshida kami, Kunitokotachi no mikoto. In other 
words, pace Oyama Tokuko, there appears to be no Shinto-related outcome of 
the Nara encounter. Indeed, the first appearance of Kunitokotachi no mikoto 
in missionary writings is not until 1580, nearly twenty years later. Alessandro 
Valignano (1539–1606) observed in his Catechismus Christianae fidei, published in 
that year, that the Japanese do, indeed, have the concept of a creator. The creator 
is variously Buddha, or Dainichi kakuō 大日覚王, or Amida or, again, Ichi hokku. 
This much he notes, before pointing to “a slightly different appellation …, namely 
Qunitioco Tachinomicoto.”12 But nowhere does Valignano intimate that Qunitioco 
Tachinomicoto is a “Shintō” kami, still less the central kami of Yoshida Shintō. The 
distinction he makes is a nominative one: he treats this kami as a Buddha under a 
different name. Kunitokotachi no mikoto seems not to feature again in missionary 
writings until Habian’s “On Shintō” of 1605. 

Valignano’s Catechismus was the first Christian text written specifically for 
Japanese Jesuit brothers as they went about their missionary endeavours (Kishimoto 
2003, p.161). It discloses the extent of Christian knowledge of Japanese religions 
thirty years into the mission. Relevant are Valignano’s comments – all too cursory 
– on shrine priests and their kami. Kami respond to propitiation by guaranteeing 
men’s livelihoods, keeping them free of sickness, starvation and disaster in this 
life; moreover, they bestow blessings and happiness in the life to come. Priests 
build shrines and altars, the better to gather offerings from the public, which they 
pocket to enhance their personal wealth. Valignano is, needless to say, damning in 
his criticism (Variniāno 1969, pp. 62–63). He writes that Japanese decline to kill 

12. Variniāno 1969, pp. 7–8. I have used the Japanese translation of Catechismus by Ieiri 
Toshimitsu, published by Tenri Toshokan in 1969 as Nihon no katekizumo. Valignano’s 
catechism is also known as Catechismus Japonensis.
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animals, but take the lives of fellow humans, including the unborn and infants. 
And they take their own lives, too, in all manner of different ways. Through these 
actions, they seek to placate the kami and buddhas. The Japanese, says Valignano, 
are confident in the knowledge that, after death, they themselves will be received 
into the heavenly community of the kami (Variniāno 1969, p. 78). 

From the several examples cited thus far, Jesuit missionaries’ familiarity with 
kami and kami cults is everywhere apparent. They knew of myriad kami, of myriad 
shrines where they were venerated, and of the priests who propitiated them. In the 
present context, two points bear emphasis. One is that there were huge gaps in 
missionary knowledge. For example, missionaries were aware of Japanese worship of 
the sun, but ignorant of the sun goddess and the Ise shrines. Luis Frois, in the Carta 
annua de Japão of 1585, was the first to write of Tenxodaigin (Tenshō daijin), the 
Càmi principal, whose shrine in Ise was a major pilgrimage site (Mitsuhashi 1982, 
pp. 371–373). According to Frois, though, two other kami were of equal import: 
Kasuga Daimyōjin 春日大明神 and Hachiman Daibosatsu 八幡大菩薩. Here Frois 
was referencing the “three-shrine oracle cult,” which, even as he wrote, was being 
propagated across Japan by Yoshida Shinto priests.13 But Frois failed to make the 
Yoshida Shinto connection. This leads to a second, more significant point: namely 
that neither Jesuit missionaries nor their Japanese converts have so far made any 
reference in their writings to Shintō, Yoshida or otherwise. Nowhere have they 
conceptualised kami cults, shrine practices or tales from the myths as a distinct 
Shintō religion. This is not withstanding the assertions to the contrary of scholars 
like George Schurhammer, Mitsuhashi Takeshi and, most recently, Urs App.14 

It may be that there was a ground-shift in the 1590s, but here we encounter 
an insuperable problem of sources. Luis Frois completed his monumental Historia 
de Japam in 1594. It comprised three volumes in thirty seven chapters. However, 
the first volume is missing in its entirety, as are other chapters. For our present 
purposes, the absence of Chapters 19 and 20 is especially significant. The former 
was styled “Da divizão das seitas de Japão em camis e fotoques, e de sua origem” 
or “On the division of the sects of Japan into kamis and Buddhas”; the latter is “De 
outras historias dos camis de Japão, tiradas do Xinto” or “On other tales of the kami 
of Japan, derived from Shintō.” While it is not certain that Frois ever even wrote 
these chapters, their titles suggest he has for the first time identified a distinctive 
space for Shintō in the Japanese religious landscape. In his earlier writings from the 

13. On the cult in question, see Bocking 2000.
14. See Schurhammer 1923; Mitsuhashi 1976, Mitsuhashi 1981a, Mitsuhashi 1981b; and 

App 2012, especially p.34. App writes of the Sumario of 1556 that it is “the first Western 
document in which Shinto and Buddhism are identified as Japan’s main religions.” In 
fact, however, the authors of the Sumario make no reference to Shintō at all.
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1560s through the 1580s, Frois had nothing at all to say about Shintō. What he 
discovered in the 1590s, how he made his discoveries, and how he articulated them, 
are questions that remain tantalizingly beyond reach. But it seems that, at the turn 
of the century, there was still no consensus in the Christian community on Shintō, 
its meanings or its cultural significance. 

This much is suggested – though not of course proven – by the entry on “Xinto” 
in the Vocabulario da lingua da Japam of 1603 (Doi, Morita and Chōnan, eds., 1980). 
The fact of the entry itself is significant even though it is brief: “the way of the kami,” 
“things related to kami.” Neither Yoshida Shintō nor the other Shintō varieties 
introduced by Fukansai Habian in Myōtei Dialogues just two years later are referenced 
here.15 The “cami” entry in the Vocabulario has simply “kami venerated by Japanese 
heretics.” Kunitokotachi no mikoto is nowhere identified as one of these kami, but 
Izanagi and Izanami do feature. They have individual entries which refer the reader 
back to “Amano sakahoco”: namely, the spear dipped into the ocean by the two kami 
at the dawn of time. The one Ise reference is “Ixeno vofarai” or “Ise amulet.” The sun 
goddess appears twice as “Tenxôdaijin,” but only in the entries for “amano yuato” (ama 
no iwato 天の岩戸) or “the heavenly rock-cave” and “fôgen” (hōken 宝剣) or “sacred 
sword.” The former reads: “This is the rock-cave into which Tenxôdaijin took refuge, 
plunging the world into darkness. A Xinto word.” From the latter, we learn this 
is Tenxôdaijin’s sword kept in the imperial palace. The Vocabulario has entries on 
shrines (“iinja,” “iingū), priests (“cannagui,” “cannuxi”), rites (“guixiqi,” “iinji”) festivals 
(“camimatcuri”), and the Nihongi (“Nifongui”), but its compilers link none of these 
items to Shintō. “Amano yuato” is the one exception; it alone is referred to as “a Xinto 
word.” Whatever new knowledge Luis Frois may have acquired in the 1590s, it seems 
to have left no discernible mark on the Vocabulario. 

Habian’s “Heirs”: Critiquing the Myths in Early Modern Japan

In the absence of evidence to the contrary, it would seem that “On Shinto” marks 
not merely a dialogical reordering of information long familiar to missionaries 
and their converts, but new knowledge. Prior to the Myōtei Dialogues, Shintō is 
neither taken to task nor even discussed anywhere in extant Christian writings. 
Missionaries are acquainted with kami, shrines, their priests, and their cults, as well 
as select passages from the Nihongi, but only now do they conceptualize them as 
Shintō. This conceptualisation is, of course, the vital premise for the launch of any 
Shintō critique. I want to suggest here that Habian’s attack on the “Shintō” myths 
is not only pioneering –it is the first in nearly nine hundred years – but it is also 

15. These varieties, honjaku engi shintō, ryōbu shūgō shintō and genpon sōgen shintō, are 
discussed by Yūtei at the start of the dialogues. See Habian 2015, pp. 147–148. 
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qualitatively different from the critiques that followed. In order to substantiate the 
suggestion, I propose to sample the writings of Habian’s “heirs” in the field of myth-
criticism. For reasons of space, I confine myself to cursory comments on three thinkers 
from early, middle and late Edo Japan: Arai Hakuseki 新井白石 (1657–1725), Andō 
Shōeki 安藤昌益 (1703–1762) and Yamagata Bantō 山片蟠桃 (1748–1821). 

In 1710, Arai Hakuseki left Edo for Kyoto where, it seems, he briefly joined 
the Yoshida Shinto school. What if anything he gained from this experience is 
unclear, but he made the most rapid of exits, despairing at Yoshida “sophistry” 
(kiben) and “heresy” (itan) (Matsumoto 1958, pp. 334–345). It was not until 1716 
that Hakuseki applied his scholarly skills to an examination of the myths proper. 
Such was the aim of his Koshitsū 古史通 – “a narrative of ancient history” – which he 
published that year in four volumes with a supplement. Hakuseki’s title is suggestive 
of his aim, which was to “historicize” the myths. His premise was that, buried 
within the myth narratives, and blurred by their retelling over time, there was 
historical truth waiting to be revealed.16 Hakuseki’s starting point was this: 

The kami are human beings. The common people in our land use the word kami 
to refer to humans they revere.17 The word has the same meanings in the past and 
the present. There is a ring of reverence about the word. Nowadays people deploy 
the kanji meaning “god.”18 People also write the word with the kanji for “superior” 
(Matsumoto 1958, p. 313).

He approaches the creation myths, then, as narratives of the deeds of splendid, 
superior men and women of remote antiquity. 

First, he examines the seven generations of heavenly kami, identifying 
Kunitokotachi no mikoto and Ame no minaka nushi no mikoto 天御中主尊 as great 
kings. For Hakuseki, these are the founders of two distinct kingly lineages, the 
former leading to Tenshō daijin and the latter to Takamimusubi 高皇産霊尊. In the 
age of Ame no oshihomimi no mikoto 天忍穂耳尊, he argues, the Kunitokotachi 
no mikoto lineage emerged supreme (Miyazaki 1974, pp. 409–414). Hakuseki was 
particularly drawn to kami names: they not only identified great men of the past, 
but also shed valuable light on the geographical reach of their influence. He believed 
that Ame no minakanushi referred to Naka district in the province of Hitachi; 
Kunitokotachi no mikoto was a coded reference to the Hitachi region of the same 
Hitachi province. Takamagahara 高天原, the abode of the heavenly kami in the 
myths, pointed to the Takamaura bay area on the eastern seaboard of that province 

16. On Hakuseki’s historicization of the myths, see Nakai 2007, pp. 26–28. 
17. Hakuseki here uses the character-compound “add” and “beauty” for kami. 
18. Here Hakuseki uses the conventional character for kami, the on reading of which is shin. 
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(Arai 1977, pp. 219–220, 225). Hakuseki applied a similar historicizing principle 
to the earthly kami, identifying Izanagi and Izanami as rulers who extended 
civilization across central Japan, much as the early Chinese rulers Yao and Shun 
had done across China (Nakai 2007, p. 27). Hakuseki understands Kunitokotachi 
no mikoto to be the direct ancestor of the Japanese imperial family (Miyazaki 1974, 
pp. 417–422). The point he wished to make was that people in the past invented kami 
legends to lend legitimacy to the imperial family: “They carried on about the age of the 
gods in order to construct an imperial lineage.” But this strategy was erroneous in his 
view; for it made fools (oroka) of the common people (Matsumoto 1958, pp. 312–313). 

Andō Shōeki was a physician-intellectual, active in the mid-Edo period. For 
Shōeki, Yoshida Shinto was “the height of stupidity” (guwaku no itari 愚惑の

到), and he expended little energy on denouncing it. In his view, it was not the 
Yoshida but Shōtoku Taishi who was really culpable. After all, Shōtoku Taishi 
had compiled the Kujiki 旧事紀, and the Kujiki had given rise to the Nihongi and 
the Kojiki (Andō 1984 (5), pp. 245–246). These were all benighted (mōgyaku 蒙) 
texts, featuring the most nonsensical of exploits (asahaka naru tawamuregoto あさは

かなる戯事) (Andō 1984 (9), pp. 166–167). Like Hakuseki, Shōeki read the age of 
the gods as an age of great men. There was no close correspondence between kami 
deeds and those of specific historical figures; rather, the kami were code for phases 
of state development (Andō 1984 (5), p. 337). The appearance of Kunitokotachi 
marked, then, the moment at which the realm’s extent was determined; Kuni no 
satsuchi’s birth corresponded to the marking out of borders between territories; 
and Toyokunnu was code for the next critical stage, when rivers carved their way 
through the landscape. The culmination of this multi-staged historical process 
was the realisation of a golden age, in which there were neither high nor low, and 
disputation was unknown; people tilled the soil and lived off the fruits of the earth 
(Andō 1984 (5), p.262–263).19 

Shōeki believed that the world was “without either beginning or end” (mushi 
mushū 無始無終). But Shōtoku Taishi had failed to recognise this, and so set about 
fabricating tales of kami deeds at the beginning of time (Andō 1984 (5), p. 247). 
Shōeki had no truck with the Nihongi kami, but he believed in other kami, whose 
dynamic working constituted “true” (shin no 真の) Shintō. These kami were “without 
beginning or end or death or life”; they were the qi 気 that resided in all of creation, 
including the heart of humankind (Andō 1984 (5), p. 285). Shōeki developed his 
own qi theory based on the five phases of matter, which for him made sense of the 
five generations of earthly kami. Tenshō Daijin, of the first generation, was the great 
kami of the qi of fire advancing (dai shin ki hi no kami 大進気火の神); the lord of 
heaven, and the father kami (chichigami 父神) of humankind and all creation (Andō 

19. On the golden age in Shōeki, see for example Bowring 2017, pp. 163–164. 
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1984 (5), p. 285). Shōeki identified Susanoo no mikoto 須佐之男命 not as male and 
brother to Amaterasu – as the Nihongi has it – but as a female born as the kami of 
metal “recedes” (shō tai no kane no kami 小退の金の神). The male Tenshō Daijin was 
of a righteous heart; the female Susanoo was desire. Righteousness and desire were 
aspects of the same qi as it advanced and receded; never were they in conflict (Andō 
1984 (5), p. 285.).20 

Shōeki espied the profound influence of the Yijing 易經 in the tales of Tenshō 
Daijin and his descendants, dismissing any literal reading of earthly kami and their 
deeds as “the folly of halfwits” (mōgu no ayamari 蒙愚の誤り) (Andō 1984 (5)). He 
was, however, intrigued by the three sacred treasures which, according to legend, 
Tenshō Daijin bequeathed to her descendants as material signs of their legitimacy. 
He applied his own variation of five-phase theory to the mirror, the jewel and the 
sword only to conclude that these three objects were a “folly,” which “bewitched later 
generations, forcing upon them a particular ethical behaviour” (Andō 1984 (5)).

For Yamagata Bantō, raised in the home of late Edo merchants, it was easy 
to dismiss the Nihongi and Kojiki tales of kami as nothing but a “collection of 
falsehoods.” He thought Hakuseki’s attempt to read spatial meaning into the myth 
narratives “most extreme” (masumasu hanahadashi 益々甚だし) (Yamagata 1973, 
p. 289). He had nothing but contempt for the Yoshida priesthood: “the greatest 
bandits in the realm” (tenka no zokushin 天下の賊臣) he called them. But, as with 
Shōeki, their guilt was as nothing compared to that of Shōtoku Taishi, the first 
fabricator of myths (Yamagata 1973, p. 298). And as for the literal reading of the 
myths advanced by Bantō’s contemporary, Motoori Norinaga 本居宣長 (1730–1801), 
this was at best “mountain bandit theory” (sanzoku no setsu 山賊の説) (Yamagata 1973, 
p. 292). So, what was the substance of his Bantō’s own reading of the myths? 

Again like Shōeki – albeit for quite different reasons – he took seriously the five 
generations of earthly kami, beginning with Tenshō Daijin. He historicized their 
mythical deeds, reading them as tales of rulers in remote antiquity. He was taxed by 
“the ignorant, stupid theory of kami experts” (shingakusha no mōsetsu gurō 神学者の

妄説愚弄), who held that Tenshō Daijin was female (Yamagata 1973, p. 272). “Why 
would [the people of] the realm set up a woman as founding ancestor of the imperial 
line? This is dubious indeed,” he proposed (Yamagata 1973, p. 280). Here, Shōtoku 
Taishi’s “devious plotting” was to blame. As for current theories that Tenshō Daijin 
was none other than Prince Taibo of the Zhou, that was, for Bantō, simply “an 
absurdity” (mukei 無稽) (Yamagata 1973, p. 294).21 Still, Bantō’s fascination with 
Tenshō Daijin led him to reflect on the Outer and Inner Shrines of Ise. 

20. For an evaluation of Shōeki’s Shintō theory, see Hamazuna 1996. 
21. As we saw, this theory was proposed by Yūtei in the Myōtei Dialogues; other Edo 

intellectuals, beginning with Hayashi Razan, were also advocates. 
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He pointed first to the diversity of theories of the Outer Shrine kami, noting it 
was either Toyouke Kōtaijin 豊受皇大神 or it was Ame no minaka nushi or again it 
was Kunitokotachi no mikoto. He despaired that the true identity of a kami of the 
“ancestral mausoleum of the realm” (tenka no sōbyō 天下の宗廟) remained obscure. 
Nonetheless, for him the Outer Shrine and its kami paled in significance before the 
Inner Shrine. He found the medieval Watarai Shinto text, Yamato hime no mikoto seiki 
倭姫命世記, an insufferable fabrication by Outer Shrine priests desperate to bolster 
their authority over against the Inner Shrine. For him, every theory of Outer Shrine 
origins lacked conviction (Yamagata 1973, p. 295–296). The Inner Shrine, which he 
referred to as “Ise no miyai 伊勢の宮居,” was a different proposition, though.

Ise’s Inner Shrine is a model of frugality. Its [ritual] use of pottery utensils, and 
porcelain, and rice pounded three times; its deployment of untreated wood in 
[shrine] pillars: these are not the results of lessons later learned. Rather, they reflect 
customs as they were in those [remote] times (Yamagata 1973, p. 299). 

He concludes his discussion by introducing the legend of Tenshō Daijin’s 
withdrawal into the heavenly rock cave. In a passage that defies easy 
comprehension, he asks provocatively whether it is after all appropriate to 
understand Tenshō Daijin as the sun, and whether the sun god myth is really 
about nothing more than the advent of a great ruler in remote times (Yamagata 
1973, p. 301). 

This brief sampling of the myth writings of Arai Hakuseki, Andō Shōeki and 
Yamagata Bantō is intended to bring into relief what is distinctive about Habian’s 
pioneering “On Shintō.” It emerges that all three of Habian’s intellectual “heirs” 
are highly critical of the myths, and of the Yoshida Shintoists who promoted 
them; this much they share with Habian. However, they all seek – and they find 
– an authenticity in the myths. They approach the myths – not just the Nihongi 
but the Kojiki too – with an understanding that, though there is nonsense aplenty, 
there are nuggets of historical truth to be unearthed. Each, in his own way, sets 
about unearthing them. So, for Hakuseki the myth narratives revealed the deeds 
of rulers in the past, and the geographical centres of their power. Indeed, his 
analysis yielded the evidence he sought to undermine the authority of the imperial 
line. For Shōeki, the foundation myths functioned as allegory of the historical 
process of state-making, and in the tales of Tenshō Daijin and Susanoo no mikoto 
he found a persuasive dramatizing of five-phases-of-matter theory. For Bantō, too, 
there was no merit in a literal reading of the myths, but in the five generations 
of earthly kami he saw suggestions of the deeds of historical leaders in ages 
past. Finally, he found something truly awe-inspiring in Tenshō Daijin and his 
mausoleum in Ise. 
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Conclusion: An Afterlife

Fukansai Habian’s “On Shinto” is, by any measure, a remarkable document. It 
marks the first unequivocal statement from the Christian mission concerning 
Shintō. As such, it was a response, no doubt, to the growing influence in the public 
sphere of the Yoshida Shintō family. More than this, “On Shintō” is the first 
ever critique of the Japanese creation myths in the nine hundred years since their 
compilation. Especially when set against a sampling of myth-critiques that followed, 
its unremitting, unforgiving quality is clear. Habian finds nothing redeemable in the 
Nihongi narrative; it is nonsense from start to finish. It is important to stress that 
Hakuseki, Shōeki and Bantō cannot have known of “On Shintō.” Each embarked 
on their critiques from different perspectives, at different times and for different 
reasons. Their writing cannot be regarded as a legacy of “On Shinto.” But is there 
any sense in which we can speak of a legacy or, at least, an afterlife for “On Shinto”? 
What traces, if any, did it leave in the intellectual history of later years? 

Fukansai Habian’s claim that he wrote the Myōtei Dialogues for women, who 
otherwise had no access to Christian counters to Japanese religions, is surely only 
part of the story. It is a work of such erudition that he must have harboured higher 
hopes for it: a vade mecum, perhaps, for fellow missionaries and seminarians in their 
daily encounter with intellectual foes? Whether it was ever so used is unclear. In 
1606, Habian may have debated Christianity with the Confucian scholar Hayashi 
Razan 林羅山 (1583–1657). If so, he presumably drew on the arguments he had 
worked through in the Myōtei Dialogues. Razan, in his anti-Christian tract of that 
year, Haiyaso 排耶蘇, certainly refers to both Habian and the dialogues. But this 
remains the only known reference to the Myōtei Dialogues in early modern Japanese 
literature.

In 1608, Habian left the Jesuit order, disowned the dialogues and embarked on 
a new career as anti-Christian activist. The substantial fruit of this career was the 
1620 tract, Ha Deusu 破提宇子. Habian structures this dialogically, too, and starts 
with a counter to the very Christian theories of creation that had given meaning to 
the Myōtei Dialogues. He now has this to say on Kunitokotachi no Mikoto: 

The first of the Seven Gods of Heaven are the Three: Kuni-tokotachi no Mikoto, 
Kuni-sazuchi no Mikoto, and Toyokunnu no Mikoto; they are the ones who opened 
up heaven and earth. The lord who always rises to the land’s government: this is 
the meaning of the worshipful name Kuni-tokotachi no Mikoto. Why then do 
adherents of Deus press their tedious claims with the pretence they alone know the 
lord who opened up heaven and earth? (The translation is by George Elison. See 
Elison 1973, pp. 260–261).
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Habian also now insists that “Japan is the Land of the Gods,” precisely because its 
rulers have received “the Imperial Dignity from Amaterasu Ōmikami…” Habian’s 
volte-face is complete: “The Three Divine Regalia became the protectors of the 
Empire so that among all the customs of our land there is not one which depends 
not on Shinto” (adapted from Elison 1973, pp. 260–261). 

It is intriguing that a version of the Myōtei Dialogues found its way into the 
Hayashisaki bunko 林崎文庫 archives at the Ise shrines, while another was held 
in the Kaguraoka bunko 神楽岡文庫 archives of the Yoshida Shinto family in 
Kyoto. The Ise shrines’ version contained “On Shintō” in full; the Yoshida version 
comprised only the first half. But the location of these copies perhaps suggests that 
Fukansai Habian’s interest in the sun goddess on the one hand and Yoshida Shinto 
on the other was reciprocated by Ise and Yoshida priests. Be that as it may, we have 
no idea who read these versions, or what impressions they may have left. It is of 
additional interest that another version of “On Shintō” was kept in the library of a 
clandestine community of Christians in Urakami 浦上 village near Nagasaki; this 
was an abbreviated version, not in dialogue form. How the Urakami Christians 
obtained it, and what use, if any, they made of it remains a mystery. But it was 
anyway confiscated by the Nagasaki magistrate after a raid on the village in the 
1790s.22 

It seems that “On Shintō” remained entirely unknown thereafter until the Shintō 
historian Sakamoto Kōtarō 阪本広太郎 discovered the Myōtei Dialogues in the Ise 
shrine archive in 1918. He reported on his findings in Shigaku zasshi 史学雑誌 in 
the same year, and knowledge of it quickly spread (Sakamoto 1918). In 1927, the 
Myōtei Dialogues appeared in two collections: the Nihon koten zenshū 日本古典全集 
and the Zuihitsu bungaku senshū 随筆文学選集. The editors of the former blanked 
out key words in “On Shinto,” while the editors of the latter omitted it altogether 
owing to “the fairly extreme language with which [its author] rebuts Confucianism 
and Shinto” (Arai 2015, pp. 342–343). The editors of the 1930 collection Nihon 
shisō tōsō shiryō 日本思想闘争史料 had no such qualms, and published “On Shinto” 
in full. In that same year, the historian Anesaki Masaharu 姉崎正治 discovered in 
Tōkyō Imperial University library the documents that had been confiscated back in 
the 1790s by the Nagasaki magistrate, which included “On Shintō” (Anesaki 1986). 
Then in 1938, the Shintō scholar Nishida Nagao 西田長男 came across the Myōtei 
Dialogues in the Yoshida archive in Kyoto. He was instructed not to publicise his 
findings, and indeed kept them secret for over thirty years. Finally, he published 
them in 1972, by which time the archive had relocated to Tenri University. 

22. On the incident and the raid, see Breen 1988. On the different versions of the Myōtei 
Dialogues and their provenance, see Arai 2015.
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It was, in fact, in the Nihon koten zenshū edition that the great intellectual 
historian Maruyama Masao 丸山真男 came across the Myōtei Dialogues at some time 
in the 1930s. To him the dialogues were an inspiration. In an essay in 1977, he recalled 
his instinctive reaction: they were “the greatest masterpiece (saidai kessaku 最大傑作),” 
“a catechism written entirely by a Japanese” (Maruyama 1992, p. 294). Maruyama paid 
special attention to “On Shintō.” Recalling that “Amaterasu Ōmikami” and “the Ise 
shrines” had been blanked out in the Nihon koten zenshū edition he had consulted, he 
commented: “This volume’s critiques of Shintō…, as it was represented at the time by 
Yoshida Shintō, were thoroughgoing like nothing else before or since in their exposure 
of creation myth ideology” (Maruyama 1992, p. 296). Ebisawa Arimichi 海老沢有道, 
the great Christian scholar, was no less fulsome in his praise. In an essay in 1982, he 
stressed that “On Shintō” was “the earliest knowable myth-critique,” and placed it on 
a par with the famous attack by Kume Kunitake 久米邦武 on Shinto in late Meiji, and 
critical readings by Tsuda Sōkichi 津田左右吉 of the myths in the Taisho period. For 
its rational critique of the myths, “On Shintō” was “outstanding in the religious and 
intellectual history [of Japan]” (Ebisawa 1982, p. 4).
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