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“Buddhism” before Japanese Buddhism

Tokio SHINKAWA

Abstract

In this writing, I examine how Buddhism has prevailed in the Japanese Archipelago.

Around AD 700, the establishment of the Japanese nation was begun under the ritsuryo ({34 Hl). In
this government structure, the Emperor of Japan, who is called Tenno ( K& ), became the head of govern-
ment . At the same time, this government secularized many Buddhist priests who came from Paekche,
Koguryo, and Silla, because they had some artistic knowledge and skills. These arts are very different from
the arts of today. In those days, astronomy, yin-yang, calendar making, and divination were the leading arts.
The Japanese government feared that these priests would undermine the authority of government because
they might fascinate the masses of Japan with their specific arts. In addition, those masses might study these
arts spontaneously, and try to become Buddhist priests. Traditionally, the political authorities of Asian
countries hardly regulated the religious activities of Buddhist priests, so that a charismatic Buddhist leader
could emerge from the masses. The Japanese government considered that such a charismatic leader would
subvert the authority of Tenno.

Through the secularization, the Japanese government tried to bureaucratize the former Buddhist priests.
Their arts were subdivided into many departments of Japanese government where they were appointed as
technocrats.

On the other hand, the next generation of Buddhist priests were permanently stationed at government-
owned temples, and required to pledge allegiance to Temno. Through this process, the formal Buddhist
practice called Jyougyou (47 ) was changed to a specifically Japanese style.

Jyougyou was reinterpreted as the devotion to Tenno and the Japanese nation, and as the doctrine of
Japanese nobles and government officers. As a result, Buddhism was integrated into the ritsuryo. This ref-

ormation is regarded as the foundation of Japanese Buddhism.
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