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With a title that might be rendered loosely as Gods and Buddhas at the End of the 
Shogunate and in the Meiji Restoration: Intersecting Religious Worlds, this edited 
volume is composed of an introduction, an afterword, twelve body chapters, and 
thirteen associated “columns.” Altogether, they describe the state of the field 
in studies of religious issues in the decades around 1868, the year of the Meiji 
Restoration, and they also indicate promising fields for future research. The 
introduction, by co-editor Kirihara Kenshin, spells out the book’s basic interest in 
narrating religious continuity as well as rupture during this period. The collection’s 
three major parts correspond to three modes of approach: Part I, to the metahistory 
of scholarship about religious developments during the late Edo and Meiji periods; 
Part II, to issues of continuity and discontinuity that have been obscured by 
attention to modernization and politics; and Part III, to questions of the vocabulary 
that has been used to describe the period. The first “column,” by Ōsawa Kōji, looks 
back to the religious situation in Japan during the previous major anniversary of the 
Meiji Restoration, its centenary in 1968.

Part I opens with Ueno Daisuke’s survey of the historiography of the early-Meiji 
era “separation of gods from Buddhist deities” (shinbutsu bunri). Ueno establishes 
that the now-standard vocabulary to describe these events took hold only in the 
late 1920s, with the publication of the compilation of Historical Sources for the 
Separation of Gods from Buddhist Deities in the Meiji Restoration (Meiji Ishin shinbutsu 
bunri shiryō), for which historian Tsuji Zennosuke served as co-editor. These 
include terms for “Shinto-Buddhist syncretism” (shinbutsu shūgō) and even the well-
known slogan “abolish the Buddhas and destroy Śākyamuni” (haibutsu ki-Shaku). 
Scholarship from the 1990s began to examine ways in which incipient “Buddhist” 
and “Shinto” spheres began to form during the Edo period, as distinct categories 
for regulation, or distinct entities in maps. Ueno ends by calling for more precise 
analysis of this “separation” along a variety of vectors: its agents; their objects; the 
level upon which it operated; and its historical periodization. The accompanying 
column by Kirihara Kenshin interprets the incorporation of Confucian vocabulary 
into Meiji state ideology as a hollowing-out of Confucian learning, and it holds 
that the figure of Confucius himself was downgraded from that of perfect and 
transcendent “sage” to that of merely human great “character” ( jinkaku).
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Orion Klautau’s study traces the historiography of the early Meiji anti-
Buddhist persecution, from the late Meiji years to the 1930s. Early historical 
narratives about the persecution treated it as a result of corruption within Edo-
period Buddhist institutions, and posited that it eventuated in their awakening 
and purification. They also emphasized the exceptional nature of the persecution 
within the history of Japan, which had experienced no persecutions of Buddhism 
on the scale of those in China or Korea. In the 1930s, a new group of Marxist 
historians began to treat the persecution of Buddhism generally as a collapse of 
its material foundations, not as an intellectual shift. The chapter discusses the 
“traumatic character” (70) of the persecution of Buddhism as a “site of memory,” 
in Pierre Nora’s sense. The associated column, by Ōmi Toshihiro, sketches 
the Meiji-era elite’s reframing of Buddhist images from objects of worship into 
“cultural properties,” in the hands of Kuki Ryūichi and Ernest Fenollosa.

The remaining essays in Part I examine the historiography of folk religious 
practices around the time of the Meiji Restoration. Miura Takashi’s chapter draws 
our attention to the shifting meanings of yonaoshi, “world remaking” or “world 
renewal,” as an emic term used during the Edo period, and as an etic category 
in later scholarship. As Miura points out, postwar historians in Japan typically 
described any kind of late-Edo peasant rebellion against social higher-ups with 
the vocabulary of yonaoshi, whether in the context of class struggle, or as a more 
universal and longing for liberation among “the people” (minshū). Scholars writing 
in English have interpreted yonaoshi as a form of millenarianism, prompting 
objections from their Japanese counterparts. Miura shows that, through the mid-
Edo period, the term yonaoshi meant simply removing bad luck or improving a 
situation, not transforming society or the world, and that gods associated with 
yonaoshi became popular from the late eighteenth century onward. These gods, 
too, were associated with economic upturn or the redistribution of wealth, but 
not with the overthrow of the political order. Miura ends with a call for scholars 
of religion to pay more careful attention to the emic uses of yonaoshi before 
attempting to position it within Japanese religious history. The associated column, 
by Hōzawa Naohide, introduces a counterfeit shogunal edict calling Buddhist 
institutions to be vigilant against heterodox practices. It was likely produced in 
the latter eighteenth century, as a reaction to the growing movement to allow 
Shinto-style funerals to be held independent of Buddhist institutions.

The following chapter, by Aono Makoto, presents a metahistorical overview of 
the concept of “people’s religion” (minshū shūkyō) during the postwar. In practice, 
this category has been applied almost exclusively to religions founded among the 
peasantry from the late Edo period onward, on the basis of divine possession 
or personal revelation. A prominent historian of “State Shinto,” Murakami 
Shigeyoshi, posited “people’s religion” as this-worldly and at least potentially 
revolutionary in character because of the positing of a transcendent deity. By 
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contrast, Yasumaro Yoshio pointed to the possibility of resistance to state power 
in individuals associated with “people’s religions,” particularly their founders, 
even as he acknowledged that such resistance was rare in practice. Aono’s own 
companion column takes up a heretofore neglected “people’s religion,” Uden 
Shintō, founded by a Umetsuji Norikiyo, a priest in a sacerdotal lineage at Kyoto’s 
Kamigamo Shrine. Umetsuji preached that anyone, from any social class, could 
become connected to the cosmos; although he died in exile, his thought influenced 
successors to promulgate teachings of social equality.

At the head of Part II, co-editor Iwata Mami ’s essay deals with the 
Honganji denomination’s cleric Gesshō, particularly his Treatise on Protecting 
the Country through the Buddha-Dharma (Buppō gokokuron). Gesshō’s writing 
is typically considered as a Buddhist apologia, but Iwata shows how “in some 
respects, it took shape within a comradely network of Buddhist clerics and 
Confucian intellectuals” (140). Gesshō incited his denomination of True 
Pure Land Buddhism to support the imperial court. His recommendations 
to the denominational leadership were in turn preceded by a treatise by his 
comrade Chōnen, A Short Chapter on Protecting the Dharma (Gohō shōbon). Via 
introductions by Gesshō, Chōnen solicited critiques of this work from Confucian 
intellectuals of his day. They criticized him for his concern for the survival of 
Buddhism over that of the realm, and for throwing out the baby of European 
science and technology along with the bathwater of Christianity. Tellingly, the 
Shintō-oriented activist Yoshida Shōin rejected both Chōnen’s call for mutual 
support among Buddhism, Confucianism, and Shintō, as well as Chōnen’s 
defense of Buddhist cosmology. Such reactions shaped Gesshō’s better-known 
work. Shōin approved of the latter so wholeheartedly that even on the eve of 
his execution, he noted his desire to have it circulated widely. The associated 
column by Takahashi Shūkei introduces pro-imperial clerics hailing from 
Shingon Buddhism: the learned Dōga, and the brothers Gesshō (no relation to 
the aforementioned) and Shinkai. The brothers’ conduct of esoteric Buddhist 
rituals for the repulsion of foreigners on behalf of the court, and in defiance of 
the shogunate, so incensed the shogunate that Gesshō was driven to suicide, and 
Shinkai died in prison.

Kirihara Kenshin’s study of thinkers within the later Mito school, including 
the domain lord Tokugawa Nariaki, rethinks their well-known advocacy of jōi, 
“repelling the barbarians.” It contends that jōi originated less as a call to rebuff 
foreign intruders with physical force than as a warning against the domestic threat 
of Japanese spiritually succumbing to Christianity. On this reading, the de facto 
influence of Mito thought and practice in early Meiji Japan, including the 1840s 
Mito suppression and destruction of Buddhist institutions as a forerunner of 
the wider early Meiji persecution, embody the contingency by which “sometimes 
discourse and thought exceed what their proponents intend, to be received in a 
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wholly different form” (170-171). Matsukane Naomi’s following column treats 
the outbreak of a “Kirishitan Incident” in the Kyoto-Osaka area late in the 1820s. 
It shows how a loose group of practitioners of folk religion took shape around a 
woman named Sano, who accessed superhuman powers by stepping on a fumi-e 
image originally intended as an instrument of Christian apostasy. A male leader in 
the movement was also influenced by proscribed Jesuit tracts in Chinese. Though 
the actual content of its practice had little to do with orthodox Christian doctrine, 
both the group and its critics considered it heterodox, and therefore “Christian.”

Jacqueline Stone’s chapter on Ogawa Taidō, a lay intellectual and activist 
in the Nichiren tradition, reveals him as a pioneer of modern Nichiren 
thought and practice. By endorsing the spread of Nichiren’s teachings through 
shakubuku (“breaking and subduing” non-believers), Ogawa decisively broke 
with the more conciliatory and mainstream stance of Nichiren seminaries 
and intellectuals during the Edo period. Ogawa labored tirelessly to assemble, 
edit, and authenticate Nichiren’s writings. He composed an inf luential new 
biography of Nichiren, which not only transmitted his teachings widely, but also 
indelibly fixed in the public mind a spurious image of Nichiren as defender of the 
nation against foreign (Mongol) invaders. (Writing by the historical Nichiren 
shows that, far from lamenting the Mongols’ arrival, he understood it as just 
retribution for the “slander” of the Lotus Sūtra which he believed to pervade 
the Japan of his own day.) Ogawa petitioned the nascent Meiji state forcibly 
to laicize all but the best (that is, Nichiren) clerics, to set about building an 
ordination platform, and to begin work to convert the whole world to Nichiren’s 
teachings. As a lay preacher, Ogawa briefly served as a government-authorized 
Probationary Doctrinal Instructor (kyōdōshoku shiho), and Seriguchi Mayuko’s 
associated column takes up the service of (higher-ranking) Buddhist clergy as 
Doctrinal Instructor government functionaries (1873-1884). Almost as soon as 
the system was established, though, government authorities and True Pure Land 
denominations came to blows over questions concerning the content of public 
preaching and of payment for denominational initiation rites.

The final essays in Part II focus not upon individuals, but upon sites. John 
Breen’s study of the changing character of pilgrimage to the Ise Shrines shows 
them to have become, by the end of the Edo period, a lively and variegated space: 
the Inner and Outer Shrines vied for superiority, pilgrims enjoyed sex and 
entertainment in the vast brothel district that linked the two shrine complexes, 
and pilgrimages by whole villages and in thanks for divine assistance were 
increasingly common. The personal visit to Ise by the new Meiji Emperor in 1869, 
itself without historical precedent, prompted a flattening and homogenization of 
the shrine space. It lost its Buddhist features and personnel, its character as a site 
for mass entertainment or for pilgrimage in thanks for wonders, and its guides 
(oshi). It was remade as a “sacred city”—newly, and exclusively, devoted to the 
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emperor and his ancestors. The related column by Takahashi Shūkei sketches the 
role that Kyoto’s many large Buddhist temples played as hosts to various domanial 
lords and their military forces from the 1850s to the 1860s. For instance, as host 
to forces from the Tosa domain, the Shingon temple Chishakuin suffered the 
destruction of its Kangakuin seminary, which exploded while it was being used 
to store gunpowder; repeated demands for loans from its guests further burdened 
temple finances.

Part III begins with Hoshino Seiji’s effort to delineate an object of research 
in the study of late-Edo and early-Meiji “Christianity.” Such research, Hoshino 
holds, must answer questions about Japan’s relations with the Euro-American 
powers; about the specific character of the “Christianity” disseminated in Japan 
from the 1850s onward (in both the character of its missionaries and its previously 
Sinicized reinterpretations); and about the nature of early Japanese converts, who 
were mostly urban, middle-class, and well-educated. Laudably, Hoshino indicates 
the need to study not just the “orthodox” history of various Christian confessions 
and denominations in Japan as a route to “modernization,” but also the “cultural 
history” of the representation of “Christianity” by parties who were neither 
Christian themselves, nor sympathetic to Christianity. As Hoshino points out, 
this approach was suggested by Suzuki Norihisa’s interest in the question “‘What 
has Christianity been for Japan and the Japanese?’” (278). The related column, 
by Ochiai Kenji, offers a concise overview of Protestant missions to Japan from 
the 1850s, not neglecting to mention that such efforts had already begun in the 
semiautonomous Ryūkyū Kingdom in 1846.

Hikino Kyōsuke’s chapter on the publishing of Buddhist books in the early 
Meiji years focuses, as the introduction to the volume indicated, not just on 
innovation but also on continuity. It points out that woodblock-printed Buddhist 
titles continued to be produced in significant quantities into the 1890s. The Edo-
period “environment …of a civil society flooded with a profusion of [different] 
cultural authorities” (301) meant that printed books were marketed by specific 
publishers, to specific Buddhist schools or to lineages within the arts of the tea 
ceremony, flower arrangement, calligraphy, and so on. As Hikino observes, the 
early Meiji Buddhist innovators who did turn to European printing methods, such 
as Inoue Enryō and Ōuchi Seiran, did so precisely to distance themselves from 
these traditional routes of publication and circulation.

Succeeding pieces in Part III discuss early Meiji Buddhist apologetics. A two-
part column by Funata Jun’ichi assesses the criticism of Christian monotheism by 
a celebrated Shingon monk of the period, Shaku Unshō. In an 1883 publication, 
Unshō employed Buddhist arguments to in an effort to demonstrate the logical 
impossibility of an omniscient, omnipotent, and beneficent creator deity. Rather 
than deny the existence of the creator deity posited in Christianity, though, 
Unshō used what he knew about Christianity to position that deity within Indian 
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Buddhist cosmology. Considering the Christian insistence upon the formlessness 
of God, the expressions of God’s wrath in the Old Testament, and this God’s self-
perception (however deluded) as eternal and unique, Unshō ultimately concluded 
that the Christian deity was in fact a minor god who figures in the Six-Character 
Sūtra (Jp. Rokujikyō).

Tanigawa Yutaka’s study of the “Buddhist astronomy” movement that 
straddled the late Edo and early Meiji years focuses particularly on the topic of its 
dissemination. To demonstrate the viability of Buddhist cosmology and to refute 
heliocentrism, such late Edo-era Buddhist clerical intellectuals as Tendai’s Entsū 
even had moving models of the Buddhist cosmos made for use in demonstrations 
they gave across Japan. As a disciple of one of Entsū’s disciples, the Honganji 
denomination’s Sada Kaiseki carried on the movement, only to find that the Meiji 
government prohibited the use of such models for instruction in 1876. Though 
the prohibition would soon become a dead letter, Kaiseki turned his attention 
to promoting domestic goods over imports from abroad (in what this reviewer 
imagines as an echo of the swadeshi movement in colonial India). In the early 
1880s, one of Kaiseki’s supporters even attempted to open a school to teach 
Buddhist cosmology at the Kyoto temple Shōkōji, complete with a giant model 
of the Buddhist cosmos, as Tanigawa details on the basis of archival work at the 
temple. With Kaiseki’s death in 1882, along with Japan’s transition from net 
importer to net exporter in the same year, both his major lifetime projects came to 
an end.

Hayashi Makoto’s chapter considers the effects of the early Meiji-era 
government edicts confiscating temple and shrine lands (agechirei), issued in 
1871 and 1875. These appropriated lands that had previously been granted 
various kinds of special exemptions, such as “vermillion-seal lands” that had been 
exempted from taxation by the shogunate, and they denied temples a critical 
source of income. At the turn of the twentieth century, it became possible for 
temples to petition to have some of their lands restored. The rejection of some 
petitions triggered court battles, and a range of specialists associated with Tokyo 
Imperial University took opposing sides on the issue of temple property. The 
legal scholar Tanaka Kaoru opined that “vermillion-seal” certificates did not 
grant property rights, but he held that temples could enjoy property rights for 
other reasons. A group of historians, including Tsuji Zennosuke, countered 
that temples were historically not entitled to any property rights, as their lands 
were all technically the property of the state. Only in 1921 did Japan’s Buddhist 
establishment succeed in securing legal reforms that effectively returned some 
state property within temple grounds to temple control. The companion column, 
by Ōtani Eiichi, focuses on the private Meiji Buddhist Historiographical 
Institute, established in 1933. Founded by Tomomatsu Entai, whose radio 
lectures on the Dhammapada caused a sensation the following year, the Institute 
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published only a bibliography of Buddhist periodicals produced in the Meiji years 
before wartime exigencies halted its operation.

The collection ends with an afterword by Iwata, accounting for the process of 
its compilation. It will be mandatory reading for any serious student of modern 
Japanese religious history. Iwata and Kirihara deserve our deep thanks for 
assembling a rich and varied series of reflections on the state of research into late 
Edo and Meiji religion. The volume is particularly notable for striking a balance 
between scholarship that looks back to scrutinize existing historiography, on 
the one hand, and scholarship that introduces new findings, based on primary 
sources.

This reviewer was personally interested in the possibility of rough parallels 
between the 1820s persecution of “Christians” in the Kyoto-Osaka area, on 
the one hand, and the roughly simultaneous persecutions of the first Korean 
Catholics, who were likewise brought to the faith by books, and not human 
missionaries. Nineteenth-century Japanese Buddhist critics of the deity posited in 
the Abrahamic monotheisms include not just Shaku Unshō, but also Ōtani’s Kira 
Kōyō (1831-1909), though their application of Indian Buddhist arguments against 
Brahmanical religion has yet to be explored in depth. And setting aside these 
issues, the paths of research to which this collection points us should guide future 
work for years to come.

 Micah Auerback
 University of Michigan


