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Commentary 1

State Formation and Religion: An Auxiliary Framework for Discussion

MIZOGUCHI Koji

The complex of ritual sites on Okinoshima, which forms
the core component of the UNESCO World Heritage
property Sacred Island of Okinoshima and Associated
Sites in the Munakata Region, comprises material traces of
ritual acts continuously performed at this location from the
so-called “period of state formation” through to the “period
of ancient state maturation.” In absolute chronological
terms, this corresponds to the period from the late 4%
century to the early 9" century, or in terms of historical
periods from the late Early Kofun period through to the
early Heian period. During this time, society transitioned
in both anthropological and historical terms from the stage
of complex chiefdoms to the ancient state stage. Broadly
speaking, this involved the progression of social
stratification, complexification, composite organization,
and expansion of integrated territories with increasingly
defined boundaries. Naturally, various factors underpinned
this progress, and their development can be understood
“functionally” as a response to the increasing difficulty of
maintaining various types of interactions across multiple
phases, organizations of various types and scales, and the
relationships between them. If we adopt such a perspective,
it becomes possible not only to conduct analysis from the
viewpoint of:

A) What types and nature of factors prompted what

“functional responses;”

B) What units of interaction (communication) and
what organizations were involved; and

C) What changes were induced;
but also to systematically pursue comparative global

research on these matters.

Professor, Kyushu University

II.

Regarding the Okinoshima rituals, let us first examine
B). Rituals are acts of communication between the
otherworld/afterlife and this world, and communication
concerning such acts (hereafter described as “ritual
communication”). The communication objects/partners in
the otherworld/afterlife are diverse, and their nature is
recursively constructed and defined by the nature and
function of ritual communication. Furthermore, the nature
and function of ritual communication are constructed and
defined through relationships with various types of
interactions coupled with it, and with the nature, behavior,
and functions of the various organizations involved in
those interactions.

Rituals are religious communication. The primary
function of religious communication is to address and
process various risks that impede the existence and
functioning of the various types of interactions coupled
with it and the various organizations involved in those
interactions (Mizoguchi 2022, pp. 278-282). Specifically,
religious communication attributes the causes of events in
this world to the will of otherworldly/afterlife beings,
conducts communication with these beings comprised of
prayers for risk avoidance; and when risks materialize,
attributes responsibility to the will of otherworldly/afterlife
beings while reflecting on the state of this world and
oneself (ibid.). If this is the case, then it can be further
deduced that:

The nature and function of ritual-religious
communication are constructed and defined by the
risks generated by the nature, behavior, and functions
of the interactions coupled with it and the various
organizations involved in those interactions.

This naturally establishes a framework for approaching



C). That is to say, if we take the changes in “ritual-religious
communication on Okinoshima” as the changes to be
observed, they were induced by changes in the nature,
of

communication by various organizations during the period

behavior, and functions of various forms
from the “state formation period” to the “ancient state
maturation period” in the Japanese archipelago—in
absolute chronological terms from the late 4" century to the
9™ century, or in terms of era, from the late Early Kofun
period through to the early Heian period. More specifically,
if we model the situation, it can be understood that changes
in ritual-religious communication on Okinoshima were

brought about by changes in risk, both anticipated and

actual, which were generated by various forms of

communication, conducted by diverse organizations

during the period spanning from the “state formation
period” to the “ancient state maturation period” in the
Japanese archipelago. Chronologically, this corresponds to
the late 4" century to the early 9 century, or in terms of era,

from the late Early Kofun period to the early Heian period.

I11.

This completes preparations for approaching A). Next,
we must confirm the temporal changes in both B) and C).

The Okinoshima rituals are generally periodized as
follows based on changes in ritual form:
Phase 1: Rock-top Rituals Period (Late 4" FEarly 5"

century)

Phase 2: Rock-shelter Rituals Period (Late 57" century)
Phase 3: Semi-rock-shelter/Semi-open-air Rituals
Period (Late 7"-Early 8" century) (Whether
this constitutes a distinct archaeological phase
requires further examination)
Phase 4: Open-air Rituals Period (8"-9" centuries)
Phase 1

In Phase 1, complex chiefdom polities proliferated

across nearly the entire western half and extensive areas of

the eastern half of the Japanese archipelago. Within the
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distribution network that connected these polities,
comprising basic materials and prestige goods including
luxury items, coordination and control by the central Kinki
region polity became substantially established. During this
stage, corresponding to the end of the Early Kofun period
and early Middle Kofun period, the construction of large
which

development of chiefdom polities in various regions,

burial mounds, stand as evidence of the
reached its quantitative peak, while the construction of
large burial mounds at key locations in the network was
also frequently carried out, suggesting some form of
intervention or mediation by the central Kinki polity (e.g.,
Shimogaki 2025, pp. 137-139). Various sources make clear
that during this phase, intervention by the Kinki central
polity in conflicts among polities on the Korean Peninsula
intensified. However, in view of the fact that: a) the stable
acquisition of basic materials (especially iron) and luxury
goods obtained from the Korean Peninsula was a
functional requirement for the network as well as a
necessary condition for maintaining it, while b) the control
of acquisition and distribution of these basic materials and
luxury goods by the Kinki central polity was both a
precondition for the superiority of the Kinki central polity

and also a necessary condition for network maintenance;

an emergent situation was created of mutually dependent
and mutually reinforcing multiple composite conditions.
Under such circumstances, various risks that could
disrupt the stability and maintenance of this network came
to the fore as “existential risks” for the Kinki central polity
and for regional polities that increasingly depended on the
stable functioning of the network under the initiative and
coordination of the Kinki central polity. As a technology
for stably maintaining aforementioned b), the technique of
burying chiefs (and close kin holding official positions) in
monumental structures called keyhole-shaped tumuli
(kofun) and markedly heightening the formality of ritual
communication associated with them became established
to ensure the participation of chiefs of each polity in the
exchange of basic materials and luxury goods as the

substance of network reproduction (Mizoguchi 2009;



Shimogaki 2025, pp. 97-99). There (at the kofun), it was
plausibly inferred that the deceased chief’s realm of
existence had been transferred to the afterlife/otherworld,
where continued protection of the peace of their particular
polity was guaranteed, and that this was objectified (e.g.,
Wada 2024).

Thus, the boundary where the network (the “network
horizon known as Wa”: Mizoguchi 2023), for which risk
response to functional failure had been addressed,
contacted the external sphere—or in other words the
Korean Peninsula and beyond—as the source of the
principal basic materials and luxury goods circulating
within it, needed to be objectified and marked.
Furthermore, for prayers to be offered for peace within the
“interior of the boundary;” i.e. the network horizon known
as Wa, a place was required with the same monumental
spatiality as the keyhole-shaped tumuli, where ritual-
religious communication could be performed with the
same, or (due to demands arising from boundary-nature)
even higher formality than the ritual-religious
communication performed at keyhole-shaped tumuli.

Okinoshima is considered to have existed as a place
satisfying these conditions and was (historically and socio-
functionally) necessarily selected under such conditions
(Mizoguchi 2023, pp. 169-172). Interestingly, the maritime
area near Okinoshima was most likely not on the main
route connecting the network horizon known as Wa with
the external world. The main route followed the Karatsu-
Iki-Tsushima-southern/central coast of Korean Peninsula
route established during the Yayoi period. Therefore, the
severance of this route at the time of the so-called “Iwai
Rebellion” became a critical matter the central polity’s
maintenance of the network horizon known as Wa, and as
a result, the Kasuya region—the entrance to the Hakata
Bay area as the base for the Karatsu-lIki-Tsushima-
southern/central coast of Korean Peninsula route—was
confiscated as a directly controlled territory (miyake) by
the central polity (as suggested by Fumio TANAKA).
it should be noted that

From this perspective,

Okinoshima’s “positional value” was precisely that of an
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interior-exterior boundary of the network, and that
characterizing it as “a place where prayers for safety of
passage were offered during stopovers made during sea
crossings” is inappropriate and implausible (Mizoguchi
2023, pp. 169-172).

Moreover, that the object of prayer there was not a
specific “deceased chief” with a proper name (objectified
directly as remains) but rather “some transcendent being”
becomes necessarily plausible when it is considered that
this place was not “a place for prayers for the reproduction
of individual polities,” but rather “a place for prayers for
the reproduction of the ‘network horizon known as Wa’.”
That is, the risks processed and addressed there were not of
the kind sourced/mediated in a specific time-space with a
proper name as a concrete entity, but rather of the kind
sourced/mediated in an abstract realm for which eternal
continuation was expected, namely the network horizon

known as Wa.

Phase 2 (to Phase 3)

Such rituals (and the material traces they left behind) as
material media/objectification/outcomes of ritual-
religious communication repeatedly performed at the
boundary for the maintenance and reproduction of the
“network horizon known as Wa”

fundamentally continued through Phase 2 (and into Phase

3). However, there, the formalization of boundary ritual-

religious communication integrated with the central

polity’s intensified control over regional polities, together
with the transformation of relationships with Korean

Peninsula polities as the exterior of the network horizon

known as Wa, led to transformations in the character of

communication media and the nature of risks processed
through communication.

This era of so-called “rock-shelter rituals” from the late
5" century to the 7" century, when groups of items
mediating ritual-religious communication were arranged
mainly in rock shelters (careful further examination is
needed as to whether this was the actual site for the

performance of rituals, or a site for the removal/dedication/



storage of vessels used in rituals performed elsewhere: see
Saso 2012, pp. 50-55; 2016, pp. 97-106; 2023) was, as has
been noted, the period when ritual acts were most
frequently implemented. During this period, negotiations
with Korean Peninsula polities as the principal risk for
which processing was conducted on Okinoshima became
more difficult in achieving the penetration of intentions for
the reproduction of the network horizon known as Wa,
which was due to the deepening of competing relationships,
including military conflicts among polities stimulated by
and mediated through Goguryeo’s southward expansion,
and the increase and maturation of social complexity
within each of these polities mediated and stimulated by
such moves. Moreover, due to the political-organizational
maturation of these polities as negotiation partners, the
uncertainty and unpredictability of risks themselves
increased, along with their substantive differentiation
(diversification of negotiation partners and complexification/
diversification of demands from them and demands to
them from Wa).

Considering that the time span from the late 6 century
to the 7" century—approximately 150 years—is roughly
equivalent to the 150 years from the late 4" century to the
5% century, the numerical increase in ritual sites confirms
that the frequency of ritual performance definitely
increased. This would suggest that individual episodes of
ritual-religious communication took on = stronger
characteristics as responses to risks arising as political
situations or events. Moreover, rituals that took on stronger
characteristics as concrete responses to the indeterminacy
and uncertainty surrounding such risks (the strategic
actions of communication partners and their outcomes) are
thought to have heightened their formality in various
senses and differentiated in content.

Specifically, prayers for victory in war as the ultimate
means of resolving political problems became a major
theme of ritual communication, and as media for this,
representations of the existence of various actors involved in

war came to be mobilized more strongly. The most striking

of these are the abundant horse trappings among excavated
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artifacts, which Yusuke MOMOSAKI’s examination has
revealed to include both Wa-made and Korean Peninsula-
made items (Momosaki 2022). Moreover, it has been
pointed out that various Korean Peninsula-made
sophisticated crafted goods such as ornaments may have
involved (strategic) thinking related to various concrete
political situations beyond mere factors like “being stocked
by chance.” For example, see references to Silla’s strategic
tribute (gifting) of the so-called “Mimana tribute” and Wa’s
position as recipient (Mori 2013, p. 98), and specific
identification of (the possibility of) corresponding objects
(Momosaki 2022, p. 86).

Furthermore, the arrangement of ritual implements in
rock shelters suggests the progress of functional
differentiation and formalization of the major sequences of
ritual acts, or post-performance actions [differentiation of
varying ritual actions corresponding to different risks (e.g.,
warfare or political negotiation)]. The rule-governed
arrangement of specific vessels in rock shelters heightened
their visual effect and spatial articulation through the
installation of altar-like facilities, suggesting the possibility
that different types of risks to be overcome were prayed for
in individual units of a ritual action sequence (performed
near rock shelters or in flat areas around Site No. 1).

Moreover, this further suggests the possibility that by
this stage, different personal deities corresponding to
different risks had begun to be differentiated, and prayers
with different objectives to had also been initiated.
Additionally, as the material focus of such increasingly
complex ritual-religious communication acts, the kami that

in the rock-top rituals stage may have been conceived as

vaguely “dwelling” in both Mt. Ichinodake and the

individual massive rocks, may have begun to be conceived

as concretely “dwelling” in the massive rocks, as if within
the main hall of later shrine architecture.

These various developments can be characterized as the
“functional refinement of Okinoshima rituals” in terms of
functional differentiation of ritual content and increased
formality. Detailed examination is required going forward

as to whether any patterns can be discerned in the spatial



arrangement of item groups “arranged” in rock shelters.

Phase 4
As described above, the Okinoshima rituals through
the 7" century had as their primary function:

e Processing the risk of difficulties in stably
maintaining the network horizon known as Wa in
matters concerning the Korean Peninsula.

As factors for the continuous implementation of such
rituals on Okinoshima, it was assumed that:

e As a place for processing the foundational risk of
sea crossing in negotiations with the Korean
Peninsula, the existence of personal deities (later
the Three Female Deities) as producers of risk was
differentiated by that positional value

The “foundational risk,” or in other words the sea-
crossing risk as the primary object of processing in ritual-
religious communication from the late 4" century to the
early 6" century was replaced, from the late 6" century
onward, by risks that became more complex and
diversified due to the transformation of political relations
(involving military combat) among Korean Peninsula
polities. As a result:

e Ritual communication media became formalized
around military equipment, such as horse trappings,
thus mediating risk processing related to war, and
rare goods representing diverse negotiations with
Korean Peninsula polities and the diverse risks they
produced; and

o In response to these complexly differentiated and
increasingly unpredictable risks, rituals achieved
substantive complexification and refinement.

With the unification of the Korean Peninsula by Silla in
the 8" century, when the import and transfer of survival
goods and their production technologies from the Korean

Peninsula was no longer indispensable for the continuation

and reproduction of the “network horizon known as Wa,”
the purpose and function of Okinoshima rituals, as well as
their content, are thought to have transformed ((Phase 3

onwards) Phase 4). That is, the functional specialization of
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Okinoshima rituals as “political-military composite risks”
originating in Korean Peninsula political conditions
receded into the background.

Parallel to these trends, the transition from the “network
horizon known as Wa” to a “state-like territorial horizon”
also progressed. Namely, vestiges of regional autonomy
based on former chiefdom polities were almost entirely
swept away, and homogeneous territorial integration
within the domain through the so-called ritsuryo system
was achieved with the establishment of the mature ancient
state. At the boundary of this “state-like territorial horizon”
as an internally homogenized governance space, a
transformation in Okinawa rituals occurred:

e The periodic repetition of ritual acts with high
degrees of “generality” and “universality,” namely
ritsuryo-style rituals (Inoue 1978-2000), which
targeted the risks (and the deities embodying them)
that pervaded the entire lifeworld relating to ancient
state territorial governance.

This was ritual (embodied in the presence of Tang
Sancai pottery and other items as already noted) that
maintained special significance for the state on
Okinoshima as a “site of historical memory” that had
functioned as a place for concentrated ad hoc processing of
risks for the continuation of Wa (Japan), located at the
periphery (boundary) of the newly established internally
homogenized governed territory of Japan. There,
systematic and constant management of the various risks
intervening in the reproduction of Japan as a homogeneous
and substantive extension of the lifeworld, in which
wellbeing and peace ought to be equally ensured by the
state, became the responsibility of the governing polity to
address on a perpetual and systematic basis. Precisely
expressing this systematic aspect was the system for stable
local procurement of various items and resources
necessary for ritual performance through the establishment
of a “sacred district” (shingun), and as long as the ancient
state  required

such ritual-religious communication,

Okinoshima continued to function as just such a place.



End of rituals and subsequent continuation

From the above, the established theory that the
transformation of the ancient state—whose functional task
was to maintain the peace of the lifeworld within the state
territory predicated on the maintenance of internal

homogeneity—resulted in the termination of Okinoshima

rituals has a certain persuasiveness as a general explanation.

In contrast to this, Saso argues that the introduction of
Buddhist elements into rituals aimed at protecting the state
in the 10" century, along with the frequent occurrence of
disasters and environmental changes as a catalyst for their
promotion, constituted the direct and concrete cause of the
termination of Okinoshima rituals (Saso 2023). Compared
to ritsuryo rituals as a system composed of prayers to
diverse personal deities, Buddhism, based on the unified
worldview of a world religion and with functional
requirements of overcoming risks ubiquitous and universal
throughout the lifeworld, is thought to have been
functionally more compatible with prayers for the peace of
the realm of Japan premised ideally on internal
homogeneity. Indeed, from the late 8" century onward,
Buddhism became the target of concentrated development
as a ritual-religious communication system with “national
protection” as a functional requirement. If this is the case,
an explanation is needed as to the timing of “the end of
repeated ritual acts on Okinoshima” and why it occurred
specifically in the 10 century.

As Saso points out, the frequent disasters in the 10"
century were due to climatic and environmental changes
that transformed terrain in river valleys and coastal areas
(Saso 2023). These had an intensity and simultancous
widespread occurrence that sometimes resulted in the
transformation/disappearance of the very places where
deities “dwelled” that had appeared in correlation with
risks such as disasters and transportation difficulties at
specific locations. In responding to such new risks with
widespread scope, existing kami concepts systematized as
ritsuryo rituals manifested dysfunction due to their “spatial
limitations” and the “object specificity” of effects. In
contrast, Buddhism, with its “universality of effect and the
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unlimited area for diffusion of effects,” was able (or was
conceived to be able) to respond to the intensity and

simultaneous widespread nature _of new risks. The

replacement of traditional ritual performance with
Buddhist services and the positioning of traditional deities
within the Buddhist system (e.g., granting the Great
Bodhisattva rank to the Munakata deities) pointed out by
Saso (Saso 2023) may be positioned within such a context.

This is an important task for continued future inquiry.

IV.

As the conclusion of this paper, the three questions
raised at the outset need to be addressed comprehensively
and in accordance with the temporal progression from
Phase 1 to Phase 4, namely,

A) In response to what factors was the ritual-religious
communication repeatedly performed at Okinoshima
positioned as a functional response?

B) By what units of interaction and what organizations
were the Okinoshima rituals carried out? and,

C) What changes were induced?

A) In response to what factors was the ritual-religious
communication repeatedly performed at
Okinoshima positioned as a functional response?

In Phase 1 (rock-top rituals, late 4™ century to early 5
century), the need to process at the “horizon-exterior
boundary” the risk related to “sea crossings” to the Korean
Peninsula as the foundational risk threatening the stable
maintenance of the “network horizon known as Wa” came
to prominence.

Entering Phase 2 (rock-shelter rituals, late 5% century to
7% century), with the fluidity of Korean Peninsula
conditions symbolized by Goguryeo’s southward
expansion and the frequent occurrence of wars, external
political-military risks came to the fore replacing sea-
crossing risk, and rituals took on stronger characteristics as
response/processing devices for political risk situations.

In Phase 3 (semi-rock-shelter/semi-open-air, late 7



century to early 8" century) to Phase 4, risks of external
origin concerning the stable maintenance of the “network
horizon known as Wa” became relativized with Silla’s rise
and ultimate unification of the Korean Peninsula. Through
the ancient state maturation process from Wa to Japan that
progressed in parallel with this, the functional requirements
of ritual-religious communication shifted their main axis to
responding to generalized lifeworld reproduction risks
(governance, natural disasters, epidemics, etc.) ubiquitous
throughout the “state-like territorial horizon.” Phase 4
(open-air rituals, 8% to 9" centuries) saw reorganization
into ritsuryo rituals that constantly and institutionally
processed such generalized risks at the boundary, and
Okinoshima came to be positioned as a site of national
prayer located at the periphery of the homogenized
governed territory (Inoue 1978-2000).

B) By what units of interaction and what organizations
were the Okinoshima rituals carried out?

In Phase 1, the federated network of chiefdoms
supporting the “network horizon known as Wa,” with the
central Kinki polity as the highest mediating body,
institutionalized the visualization of boundaries and
prayers to transcendent beings through symbolic actions on
rock tops.

In Phase 2, in response to heightened military-
diplomatic risks, representational media such as horse
trappings, military equipment, and Korean Peninsula-
made rare goods were systematically arrayed in the
apparatus-ized space of rock shelters, and functional
differentiation of prayer content and the repetition,
formalization, and differentiation of rituals progressed
corresponding to the substantive complexification of
politically and militarily originated risks.

In Phase 3 to Phase 4, the state governing entity came to
the foreground, and in Phase 4, under the ritual system of
the ritsuryo state that standardized ritual forms, norito
prayers, and offerings, the regularization of local
procurement of ritual-religious communication media

through the development of sacred districts (shingun) was

39

achieved, and operations centered on open-air spaces

sustained Okinoshima as a place of national memory.

C) What changes were induced?

From Phase 1 to Phase 2, the foundational risk of sea
crossing shifted its main axis to highly composite risks of
combat and diplomacy among peninsular polities, and in
response, media became formalized into compositions
centered on horse trappings, military equipment, and
Korean Peninsula-made rare goods, while ritual content
achieved complexification and refinement. From Phase 2
to Phase 3, against the background of the political process
that led to unification under Silla, peninsular dependence
was relativized, and consequently purpose shifted from
external risks to processing generalized risks ubiquitous
throughout the state-like territorial horizon, with ritual
space increasing its degree of openness from semi-rock-
shelters/semi-open-air to the open-air. From Phase 3 to
Phase 4, a regular operational system in the form of
ritsuryo rituals was established (standardization of ritual
forms and media sets), and Okinoshima sustained its
function as a boundary, or prayer site, standing on the
periphery of the homogenized governed territory.

Entering the 10% century, widespread, simultaneous
disasters and terrain changes occurred frequently, and the
locality and specificity of kami concepts strongly tied to
“place” made it difficult to deal with risks. In response,
Buddhist order providing universal responses to universal
risks was introduced, replacement of traditional rituals with
services and repositioning of deities within the Buddhist
system progressed, and leading to the demise of
Okinoshima rituals (Saso 2023).

V.

In summary, this analysis has:

A) Perceived Okinoshima rituals as ritual-religious
communication,

B) Recognized their function as addressing and

processing the major risks of their respective



periods, and
C) Analyzed and examined by what organizations and
how they were carried out, and why and how their
techniques changed.
Using this as an auxiliary framework for discussion, it is
to be hoped that concrete comparative international

examination will be conducted at the review meeting.
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