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Walking with the Kami: Animism and Shamanism in Old Japan


When examining ancient religions and spirituality, the terms animistic and shamanistic are used frequently.  Animism, derived from the word anima, or soul, is at its core, the belief in spiritual beings.  It is often taken to mean the belief that there exists in all things a spirit, a thinking, willing, desiring being.  In an animistic society, there would often be priests, people who were more able of communing with this spirits.  Shamanism isn’t a religion, but a particular way in which religion can be practiced.  Shamans themselves were religious figures, but not necessarily priests.  They are famous for going into ecstasy, a state in which the shaman’s personality is lost and her body is possessed by a divine spirit.  It is through these episodes of ecstasy that shamans would connect with the divine world.  One of the most glorified cases of ecstacy in history is the Oracle of Delphi, but shamanistic practices, often woven with rhythm, dance, and substance use, show up in practices across the world.

Organized religion native to Japan begins with Shinto.  But Shinto did not exist as a unified religion until the rise of the Yamato in the 3rd through 5th century, when the various scattered clans, each with their own methods of kami worship and deities, were fit into a single master plan that justified rule by the imperial family.  The stories that would later be written in the holy book of Shinto, the Kojiki, and the Nihon Shoki after it, served to establish the legitimacy of the Imperial house.  In the 3rd century, when Yuryaku was attempting to consolidate his Yamato kingdom, Japan consisted of hundreds of disconnected, independent chiefdoms, each with a ruling family, the uji, and that family’s god, the uji-gami.  By connecting the uji-gami, or patron gods, of the various chiefdoms and families to the imperial family, and the Imperial line directly to Amaterasu, the son goddess, the ruling family receives a certain celestial superiority over the others, and therefore its right to rule.  Thus there was the creation of many stories relating these patron gods to one another, and ultimately to the ruling family.

These stories, recorded in the Kojiki, however, cannot be said to be the native beliefs of Japan.  Many of them simply did not exist before the Yamato, but rather were created then to justify the Imperial family’s power.  Further, many of the themes and beliefs expressed in the Kojiki have ties to Buddhism, Taoism, or Confucianism, all of which had begun to be imported into Japan by that time.  What religious practices did the people living in Japan have before a unified Shinto religion?  This is a difficult question to answer, both because of a lack of written records from that point, and the ancient political motivations of a widespread, unified Shinto.


The oldest people referred to as Japanese are the Jomon, who date as far back as 10,000 BCE and would have co-existed with the later Yayoi people until about the Yamato era.  The Jomon are so named after a type of pottery, but it is not this pottery, but rather clay figurines from the period that give us insight to their spiritual practices.  The earliest of these figurines were small animals made of clay, and were affixed to the rim of pots and vessels, both a decoration and a guardian.  We can infer that there was a distinct belief in animal-like spirits (Maringer 129), not an uncommon belief amongst old cultures (including those in South and North America).  By the middle Jomon, we see figurines that closer resemble humans, but are warped or deformed somehow.  This is not due to lack of artistic talent or means – rather, it is a phenomenon known as grotesqueness (Maringer 134).  Grotesqueness, a term coined and investigated by Rudolf Otto in the early 1900s, is a technique by which an artist demonstrates that his figure is beyond the realm of experience and understanding.  By intentionally de-humanizing the images, the artist suggests that the image is one which we are unable to truly see, and not see at all without some form of medium, such as art (Maringer 134).


By the middle Jomon then, we have images of animal spirits, and those spirits of men and nature which exist but we cannot interact with.  In the middle Jomon, animal images were still the most popular, in particular cats and rodents (rather then big game like bear).  The middle Jomon people lived mostly in the mountainous regions of central and northern Japan, a place of much volcanic and tectonic activity (Maringer 131).  Therefore, it is not surprising that they looked to the supernatural to explain these phenomena, and created this spirits of what they perceived.  In this sense, these spirits closely resembled the kami of later Shinto – each one a unique, sentient being related to a single object in nature.  One archeological dig in Hiraide made a fascinating discovery – among the buildings in a single settlement, the religious figurines were all located in one of them.  Given the different ages, styles, and designs of the figurines, it is unlikely they came from one place, suggesting the building had collected them for religious purpose, an early shrine (Maringer 136).

By the time we enter the later Jomon period, there is a rise in demand for more humanoid figurines, especially females.  It is not surprising that the breasts and hips of these figurines are swollen and emphasized, because like many early cultures, fertility rites were a big deal to the Jomon (Maringer 135).  By the end of the Jomon period, the union of tribes to fight the invading Yayoi also lead to a consolidation of these spiritual images, and it is believed that the prevalence of these female fertility figurines developed into the belief in a single maternal goddess (Maringer 138).


These animistic tribal practices were not the same across Japan by any means, however.  Another religion of old Japan is known today as Mikoism.  The term Miko refers to women who were soothsayers, priests, magicians, and performers (Fairchild 57).  While the origin of the term Miko is unknown, the Chinese characters used to express it give some clue to its meaning (Fairchild 57).  The two characters first used meant “child” and “god,” and came to have three major interpretations.  First, espoused by the historian Nakayama, is that the term originally meant only “god.”  It is likely that this “god” is not the western concept of God, but more akin to the kami of Shinto mythology, such that the Miko was a person of some divine note, much as a glorious and charismatic ruler could be seen as a kami.  Later, the meaning of the characters was “child of god,” suggesting that the Miko were still connected to divinity, though existed among men, not among the spirits.  The final meaning of the characters would be “one possessed by gods,” or “medium between man and god.”  It is in this last definition that we see the clearest resemblance to Shamanism.

Among other things, the Miko were shamans, and ecstasy was an integral part of their practice.  When a farmer needed to know how to please the spirit of his rice field, he’d find a Miko and she’d launch into an extra-corporeal song and dance communion with the spirit herself, before reporting her findings to the farmer.  More then seers, though, they were administrators, writers, actors, traders - indeed, they were almost every important position in society (Fairchild 59).  The much celebrated Himiko, priestess-governor of the Yamatai state first written about by the Wei Kingdom in China, was a Miko, fluent in prophecy and ecstasy both (Fairchild, 57).  The Miko were classified into shrine attached and non-shrine attached, based on the role they performed in society.  Also, large tribes of Miko were said to have been blind, something true also of the seers in Greek mythology.  In short, in the Miko we see many of the same themes and trends of Shamanism that also appears in cultures far to the west.

Shinto is at its core one of the most elaborate and well-documented animistic religions in history, and despite constant influence from politics and other beliefs spread to Japan, the roots of this animism appear to be in the Japanese people themselves, dating as far back as the oldest Jomon clay figurines.  The idea of an individual being a kami and having a divine connection, the attribution of spirit-like qualities to natural phenomena, and the role of religious figures in fields of entertainment and policy all outdate modern Shinto by thousands of years, but have been woven in to the tapestry alongside Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucian practices to create in Japan a truly unique spiritual heritage.  The appeal of Shinto’s ancestry from a nationalistic perspective was made evident after the Meiji Restoration, when Shinto became the state religion for almost a hundred years, until the Second World War.  While Shinto is not unique among religions in having an animistic ancestry, it may be unique in how much of that animistic tradition is preserved to modern day, beliefs that date back as far as twelve thousand years.
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