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Key points for discussion 1

Conceptual Framework

Kami (Deities) and Saishi (Rituals) in the Japanese Archipelago:
Interpreting Through Environment and Cognition

SASOU Mamoru

1. Introduction

Human beings perceive supernatural agents as “gods
and spirits”, and perform rituals. If we define this practice
as religion, what meaning does it hold for humanity? Since
Edward B. Tylor proposed animism in his 1871
work Primitive Culture (Tylor, 1920) in response to this
question, numerous studies have continued through to the
present day, encompassing diverse perspectives including
anthropology, sociology, ethnology, and religious studies.

In contrast, from the late 20™ century into the 21 century,
anew perspective on religious research was set forth. This
is the “cognitive science of religion,” which examines
religion (concepts of gods and spirits, faith in such beings,
and rituals, etc.) based on the cognitive functions of the
human brain. The distinctive feature of cognitive science
of religion lies in its method of breaking down religion-
related phenomena into multiple elements based on
fundamental cognitive predispositions common to all
humans, and explaining diverse religious phenomena
through combinations of these various elements. As this
approach is based on cognitive predispositions universal to
humans, it enables logical examination when comparing
religious  phenomena  across  different  regions,
environments, and time periods (White, 2021).

However, questions have been raised about whether the
cognitive predispositions assumed by the cognitive science
of religion remain constant across time periods and regions.
For example, from the perspective of cultural evolution
theory, Joseph Henrich argues that the penetration of
Christian monogamous marriage practices caused the

undoing of ancient clan groups in Western Europe, and

through the expansion of commercial activity and literacy,
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the distinctive Western psychology of “individual rights
and responsibilities, and the primacy of universal laws”
was formed. In particular, he points out that the expansion
of literacy promoted brain development and led to the
enhancement of brain functions (Henrich, 2020). The
cognitive predispositions assumed by the cognitive science
of religion are primarily based on results from
psychological experiments conducted in contemporary
Western societies. If these were formed through such
distinctive historical circumstances, the natural question
arises: can these cognitive predispositions be applied to
other regions, different time periods, or the ancient
Japanese archipelago?

This paper therefore seeks to examine the cognitive
predispositions related to concepts of supernatural

3

agents— ‘kami (deities)” and “fama (spirits)”—in ancient
Japan through documentary and archaeological sources,

and clarify their characteristics and historical transitions.

2. Cognitive Predispositions and Concepts
of Deities and Spirits

Formative process of concepts of deities and spirits
Claire White has recently provided a carefully detailed
summary of the overview and challenges of cognitive
science of religion-related research from the late 20%
century to the present (White, 2021). According to her
synthesis, five main cognitive predispositions can be
identified as being related to concepts of deities and spirits:
1) Active agency detection and anthropomorphization
of phenomena; 2) Application of Theory of Mind; 3)
Attention to minimal counterintuitiveness (things

slightly different from expectations attract attention



Adaptive supernatural agent view (gods, spirits, etc.)

Cognitive biases in

the human brain

((MActive detection and
anthropomorphisation of
agents in phenomena,
(@)Adaptation of theory of

Context (values and behavioural norms = culture)

mind, @®Minimal attention
to counterintuitive
phenomena, (4)Persistence
of consciousness after
death, (5)Promotion of
prosociality within groups,
etc.).

Environmental conditions and
socialstructure

(Natural environment, group size)

X Cultural selection occurs due to changes in environmental conditions and social structure, leading to the transformation

of supernatural agent views.

2 Regional conceptions of supernatural agents encompass both common and similar elements based on
fundamental cognitive biases, and differing elements influenced by environment and context.
3 Supernatural conceptions of agency are reinforced through repeated ritual acts, which reduce anxiety about uncertainty.

(White, Claire, 2021)

Figure 1: Structural formation of supernatural agent views

and remain in consciousness more easily); 4) Belief
in persistence of consciousness after death, and
offline social reasoning (the ability to imagine the
appearance of people not physically present); and 5)
Promotion of in-group prosociality.

The process by which humans form concepts of deities
and spirits based on these fundamental cognitive
predispositions can be organized as shown in Figure 1.
Firstly, human cognitive predispositions interact with the
conditions of the living environment and social structures
(natural environment, size of human groups, networks
between groups, etc.), producing adaptive contexts (values

and behavioral norms

culture) for those conditions.
Through the interaction of these contexts with human
cognitive predispositions, concepts of supernatural agents
(deities and spirits) adaptive to each environment and
social structure are generated. These concepts of deities
and spirits are then reinforced through repeated ritual acts,
and it has also been noted that such ritual acts reduce the
anxiety of humans in uncertain situations (Xygalatas,
2022).

As described above, concepts of deities and spirits in
each region and era contain both common elements based

on cognitive predispositions and distinct elements
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influenced by environment and context. Therefore,
concepts of deities and spirits from other regions such as
ancient China, where the natural environment, scale of
human groups, and social structure all differ, cannot simply
be applied to ancient Japan. Moreover, as environment and
social structure change, concepts of gods and spirits also

change.

Methods for verifying cognitive predispositions

The question here is whether the fundamental cognitive
predispositions of the cognitive science of religion can be
applied to ancient Japan. This can be verified from both
documentary and archaeological sources. In Japan, ancient
texts have been transmitted, including the Kojiki (compiled
in 712), Nihon Shoki (compiled in 720), and Old-Fudoki
(compiled in the early 8" century), which specifically
record concepts of kami and tama from the 8" century.
Furthermore, from the Kotai Jingii Gishikicho (compiled
in 804), the actual state of ancient shrine rituals can be
confirmed, and the Engishiki (compiled in 927) records the
contents of offerings (heihaku) and ritual prayers (norito)
in ancient state rituals, listing the major shrines of the time.

At the same time, throughout the Japanese archipelago

numerous traces of rituals (saishi) performed for kami,



referred to as ritual sites, have been confirmed, distributed
widely from the Tohoku region to Kyushu from the late 4"
to 5% centuries. Many of these overlap with 8" and 9%
century ritual sites identified as “shrines.” Furthermore,
from artifacts excavated from 5% century ritual sites, the
contents of offerings and the structure of rituals can be
hypothesized. These correspond to the /eihaku recorded in
the Old-Fudoki and Engishiki, and correspond to the ritual
structure recorded in the Kotai Jingii Gishikicho, namely
“1) Preparation stage of ritual, 2) performance of ritual and
3) Handling at the conclusion of ritual”” (Saso, 2012, 2016).
In other words, since 5" century ritual sites maintain
continuity with 8" and 9" century ritual sites, the concepts
of kami recorded in ancient documentary sources likely
extend back to around the 5" century. By synthesizing
information from ancient documents and ritual sites, it
becomes possible to verify the abovementioned cognitive
predispositions 1), 2) and 3) related to kami and tama in
ancient Japan.
Additionally,

accompanying major land development in the late 20"

in Japan, large-scale excavations
century resulted in the accumulation of data enabling the
reconstruction of landscapes including settlements,
production areas, ritual sites, and burial areas (such as
ancient tomb groups) spanning from ancient to medieval
times. By analyzing this data in combination with burial
methods, concepts of the deceased and ancestors related to
cognitive predisposition 4) can be verified, and from the
relationship between settlements and burial areas, clan

groups related to 5) can also be examined.

3. Verification and Historical Transitions of
Cognitive Predispositions and Concepts
of Kami in Ancient Japan

Detection of agent and their personification
verify 1)

anthropomorphization of phenomena” in relation to the

Here, let us “agency detection and
ancient Munakata-Okinoshima rituals, based on the location

environment and excavated artifacts of ritual sites. Ritual
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sites from the 5™ century onward are located in characteristic
topographical and natural environments: mountain foothills
that are also water sources, places facing rivers or irrigation
channels, key points and dangerous spots in water and land
transportation, and prominent mountains or islands serving
as landmarks. Since all these are places where special
environmental functions (phenomena) appear that are
important for maintaining production, livelihoods, and
networks between groups, it can be inferred that supernatural
agents were detected and intuited in the functions
(phenomena) of those places (environments). This is
consistent with the expression found in the Kojiki, Nihon
Shoki, and Engishiki, which stated “kami residing at...,” or
“shrine at...” This can be organized as follows: supernatural
agents were detected in the phenomena of those places and
intuitively recognized as kami/deities and because
kami/deities were recognized as residing there, those places
became ritual sites. A typical example of this is Munakata-
Okinoshima (Okitsu-miya), which served the important
function of being a navigation landmark in the Genkai Sea.
According to the Kojiki and Nihon Shoki, this is a place
where a female deity resides, and traces of rituals (ritual
sites) remain that date back to the late 4" century. There is no
doubt that by the early 8 century when the Kojiki and Nihon
Shoki were compiled, the supernatural agents of phenomena
had been personified as female deities “residing” in the
places where phenomena appeared.

The personification of kami can also be inferred from
artifacts excavated from ritual sites. At 5™ century ritual sites
throughout the Japanese archipelago, tableware and sake
vessels are commonly excavated, centering on Haji pottery
takatsuki (pedestaled dishes), cups, and jars, and Sue ware
jars, pedestaled dishes, cups, and bottles (Fig.2). Therefore,
it can be determined that food offerings were indispensable
in the matsuri (rituals) of that time, and the kami being
worshipped were recognized as desiring and consuming the
same food as humans. In view of this, matsuri in ancient
Japan could be defined as having been exchange rituals in
which humans offered precious goods and food that pleased

the supernatural agents, or kami, and in return, the kami



Figure 2: Excavation Situation of the 5th Century Irrigation Canal and Ritual Artifacts at the Nagasuka Jorisei Site,
Chiba Prefecture (Provided by Chiba Prefecture Social Education Foundation Cultural Properties Center)

Figure 3: Tatehoko Mountain and tributary Figure 4: Distant view of Kumano Mountain
of the Abukuma River (Photo by Saso) (Photo by Saso)
Figure 5: Distant View of Miwa Mountain Figure 6: Landscape of Yatsuda, considered the
(Photo by Saso) setting for the Yato no Kami legend in the

Hitachi no Kuni Fudoki (Photo by Saso)
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Figure 7: Steatite Ritual Objects Excavated from the Ofunatsu Area, Miyanaka Jori, Ibaraki Prefecture
(Collection of Kashima City Dokidoki Center, Photograph by Saso)

Figure 8: Comma-Shaped Beads with Smaller Beads Excavated from the Kuriyadai Sites, Ibaraki Prefecture
(Collection of Kashima City Dokidoki Center, Photo by Saso)
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maintained and provided desirable phenomena (functions).
This means that 2) “Theory of Mind,” or inferring the
intentions of kami to understand what would “please”
them—can also be applied at this stage. Furthermore, there
are cone-shaped, well-proportioned “sacred mountains”
(kannabi-yama) and giant rocks (iwakura) that indicate the
presence of kami as topographical and natural features. This
can be explained as a phenomenon where the place where
supernatural agents causing specific phenomena reside
overlaps with the presence of beautiful mountains or giant
rocks that differ from their surroundings, thus prompting 3)

“attention to minimal counterintuitiveness. (Fig.3:4)”

Unevenness in personification of kami

However, personification cannot be applied to all kami
in ancient Japan. For example, in the Kojiki and Nihon
Shoki, the deity Omononushi-no-kami, residing at Mount
Miwa appeared in the form of a nobleman at night but
appeared as a serpent during the day (Fig.5). The fierce
kami of the Kumano mountains who tormented Iwarehiko-
no-mikoto was a bear, the mountain kami of Misaka Pass
who confronted Yamato Takeru-no-mikoto was a white
stag, and the kami of Mount Ibuki was a giant serpent.
These fierce kami appeared as bears, white stags, and giant
serpents. The Yato-no-kami in the Namegata section of the
Hitachi no Kuni Fudoki is a serpent with horns (Fig.6).
Even in the early 8" century when the Kojiki, Nihon Shoki,
and Old-Fudoki were compiled, there was unevenness in
the personification of kami. These kami possessed power
to harm the royal authority and people, and their dangerous
functions likely became linked to representations of
dangerous large beasts like bears, and the distinctive forms

of white stags and serpents.

Kami, matsuri, and state formation

Judging from the state of ritual sites, the major turning
point when ancient matsuri/rituals were established in the
Japanese archipelago is considered to have been in the 5"
century. From ritual sites of this period, alongside common

ritual implements such as stone replica items and bronze
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ceremonial mirrors, iron weapons and armor, agricultural
and craft tools, iron ingots (raw iron materials), and early
Sue ware, all of which were items symbolizing cutting-
edge technology newly transmitted from the Korean
Peninsula, have been excavated and are thought to have
been offered as votive items. These items were likely
presented for dedication by the Yamato royal authority.

Related to this is the title “Great King” (Okimi) and
consciousness pertaining to the territorial domain called
“Tenka” (All Under Heaven), which became clear in the 5
century. In the Japanese archipelago, from the late 4®
century onward, contact and exchange with Chinese
dynasties and Korean Peninsula states intensified, and by
the 5" century, the context of a “Great King Ruling All
Under Heaven” was formed within the Yamato royal
authority, and organization between groups based on
“human systems” (jinser) advanced within the archipelago
(Tanaka, 2013). Here, a structure became clear with the
Great King supported by regional chiefs in various roles.
The ritual sites that spread widely throughout the
archipelago particularly from the mid to late 5% century are
thought to correspond to these new organizational
relationships between the Great King and regional chiefs,
and to the new network closely connecting the Yamato
royal authority with China and the Korean Peninsula
(Mizoguchi, 2023). In the Munakata-Okinoshima rituals,
the transition from early ritual sites (Sites 17, 18, 19)
around the Great Rock I area directly connected to the
Yamato royal authority to the ritual site at Great Rock F
from the mid-5" century (Site 21) demonstrates this
change. Concurrently, the Katsuura Minenohata Tomb was
constructed and succeeded by the Tsuyazaki mounded
tomb group, thus establishing a lineage of chiefs who
presided over Munakata’s ritual traditions.

Here, a ritual system was established in which
supernatural agents, or kami, were intuited in environments
where important phenomena for transportation and
production occurred within the domain under heaven ruled
by the Great King, and regional chiefs throughout the land,

receiving offerings provided by the Yamato royal authority,



worshipped the kami of each region. Subsequently, in the
late 7" century, during the process of the Yamato royal
authority’s transition to the Ritsuryo state, the locations for
Munakata-Okinoshima rituals were designated as sacred
districts (shingun), like those at Ise Grand Shrine, Izumo,
Kashima (Fig7-8), and Katori, etc., and were organized as
regular state rituals. This was carried out in a form
corresponding to the descriptions set out in the Kojiki and
Nihon Shoki, which were contemporaneously being

compiled and textualized (Saso, 2016).

East Asian trade networks and big gods

In East Asia, the mid-9" century became a turning point
when the activities of Chinese private maritime merchants
became more vigorous (Suzuki et al. eds., 2017), and from
the 10" to 12% centuries, the Japanese archipelago and its
peripheral regions were incorporated into the wide-area
trade network centered around Northern Song China.
Furthermore,  environmental — changes  occurred
accompanying climate change from the late 9" to 10®
centuries, particularly changes in rivers and coastal areas
that affected irrigation systems and port environments.
These changes led to the breakdown of settlements and
regional societies that were aggregates of clan (kinship)
groups, and by the 12" century, medieval settlements and
networks were established, forming concepts of kami and
tama in ways that adapted to the changed environmental
reality. This was a new concept of kami formed between
the local kami of the Japanese archipelago and the global
faith of Buddhism (Saso, 2023A).

The Three Female Deities of Munakata in the Kojiki and
Nihon Shoki were gods residing at Okinoshima (Okitsu-
miya), Oshima (Nakatsu-miya), and the lagoon at the
Tsurikawa River mouth (Hetsu-miya), which served
important functions as navigation landmarks and harbors
in maritime transportation connecting the Japanese
archipelago with the continental and peninsular Asia.
However, in the 10" century, the Three Female Deities of

Munakata made a divine revelation indicating their wish to

receive the Buddhist rank of “Great Bodhisattva,” with the
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result that rituals that had continued since ancient times
were changed to become Buddhist ceremonies (Ruijii
Fusensho, Volume 1; February 14, Second year of Tengen;
Munakata Daiguji (High Priest) Appointment Official
Document). By the 12% century, the Three Female Deities
of Munakata were worshipped collectively at Hetsu-miya
at the Tsurikawa River mouth as the First, Second, and
Third Great Bodhisattvas, which became the core of
Munakata faith under the high priest’s control.
Corresponding to this was the establishment of 70bo
(Araji-Nishi-no-ato Site) west of Munakata, facing the
tidal flat at Tsuyazaki, which became a base for Japan-
Song trade, and the Munakata high priests actively
engaged in trade with China from this base.

At almost the same time, from the late 11" to 12%
centuries, Northern Song merchants were arriving at
Tsuruga in Fukui Prefecture. From the Shiotsuko Site at the
northern end of Lake Biwa, which connected through to
the capital Heian-kyo, a wooden oath tablet dated the third
year of Hoen (1137) was excavated from the remains of a
shrine. This oath invoked not only Buddhist devas
(heavenly beings) such as Bonten (Brahma), Taishakuten
(Sakra), and the Four Heavenly Kings, but also Japanese
deities including Hachiman Daibosatsu and Kamo Upper
and Lower Shrines and Sanno Seven Shrines as objects of
the oath tablet, stating that if Kusabe Yukimoto, who
erected the tablet, diverted even one bale of fish he was
contracted to transport, he would receive punishment from
the heavenly beings and kami. The heavenly beings and
kami were thus supernatural monitors of the work Kusabe
Yukimoto had been contracted to undertake,
corresponding to the “big gods” identified as supernatural
monitors by Ara Norenzayan (Saso, 2023B). Norenzayan
(2013) argues that belief in a “supernatural monitor” or
“big god”—that is, a deep conviction of being watched by
a higher power—makes individuals more inclined to invite
even strangers into their social networks and to place
greater trust in them (“Strangers who showed sincere belief
in being monitored were, therefore, more likely to be

invited to join these networks and were trusted more™). In



this context, the syncretic emergence of big god concepts
through interaction with world religions held significant
meaning for enabling culturally and regionally diverse
individuals to participate in expansive trade networks. The
Buddhisization of the Three Female Deities of Munakata

can also be understood within this context.

4. Conclusion: Phased Transitions and
Evolution of Personification in Concepts

of Kami

The ancient Japanese concept of kami underwent a
phased transition, shaped by new contexts that emerged in
response to shifts in social group structures and the
formation of new networks around the 5% and 10
centuries.

Among cognitive predispositions related to Kami, 1)
“active agency detection and anthropomorphization of
phenomena’ can be confirmed in the Japanese archipelago
by the 5" century, when the context of rule of All Under
Heaven by the Great King was formed. However, in the
early 8" century when the Kojiki and Nihon Shoki were
compiled, not all kami had undergone such a process of
anthropomorphization.

In the late 7 century, accompanying the compilation of
the Kojiki and Nihon Shoki by the Ritsuryo state, faith in the
kami was narrated and textualized in relation to the Great
King (Emperor), and ritual systems and ritual sites were
organized accordingly. Particularly from the 650s to 660s,
the construction of “divine palaces” (kami no miya) modeled
after the Great King’s residence (miya) at Ise Grand Shrine,
Kashima Shrine, and Izumo, and the implementation of
“ritual” ceremonies aligned with court ceremonies there
(Saso, 2016), must have created images of kami in human
form more definitively than before, making personification
of kami more certain. Furthermore, in the Kasuga Festival
ritual prayer text (norito) established in the second year of
Jingo Keiun (768), offerings that had previously been
called heihaku were classified into “divine treasures”
(shinpo) owned by the kami, and beautiful cloth “divine
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garments” (gofitku) worn by the kami, thus clarifying the
image of kami as humans. This classification connects to the
“divine property/treasures” and “vestments” detailed in the
Kotai Jingit Gishikicho (Saso, 2013). Moreover, in the Kotai
Jingii Gishikicho, the representation (mikata) of Tsukiyomi-
no-Mikoto at the Tsukiyomi-no-miya Shrine is described as
“the figure of a man on horseback, wearing purple robes and
bearing a gilt sword at his waist.” This indicates that the kami
was depicted as a mounted male god. The divine treasures
include two golden great swords and one blue-haired clay
horse, matching the appearance of the kami. The formation
of kami images is often discussed in relation to Buddhist
statuary. However, at this point, clear Buddhist influence
cannot be recognized at Tsukiyomi-no-miya. Therefore, the
background to the formation of the kami image of
Tsukiyomi-no-mikoto at Tsukiyomi-no-miya may have
been influenced by the evolution of kami personification in
the 8" century.

The further development of kami personification in
Japan by the 9" century likely laid the groundwork for
subsequent changes in divine character between the 10
and 12% centuries; changes that adapted to new contexts
such as the dissolution of ancient clan-based social
structures and the integration into broader regional
networks. These shifts also facilitated the syncretic fusion
of Japanese kami with Buddhas, Bodhisattvas, and the
Heavenly Beings of world Buddhism.
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