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Author's Statement

Joseph Henrich has argued, from the perspective of cultural evolution,
that the formation of a distinctive psychological orientation in Western
Europe was closely connected with the world religion of Christianity. Was
this phenomenon limited to Western Europe alone? What was the case in
the geographically distant Japanese archipelago at the eastern edge of Asia?
This paper examines the conditions there from the fifth through the eleventh
centuries. Adopting analytical perspectives similar to Henrich's—namely, the
transformation of ancient clans, the presence of a literate stratum, and contact
with a world religion—it analyzes archaeological evidence from excavated

ancient settlements to clarify one aspect of the formation of Japanese culture.

Introduction

umans have created diverse cultures and societies across the globe as groups

form and expand. Over the course of this long history, they have repeatedly

made cultural choices in response to changing circumstances, eventually giving

rise to the complex societies of today. In recent years, it has been argued that religion was
closely involved in these processes of cultural and social transformation.

From the perspective of cultural evolution, Joseph Henrich argues that, from the

ninth century onward, the diffusion of Christian doctrine in Western Europe led to the

T This article is a translation of Sasé Mamoru f#/Efj, “Nihon bunka no keisei to shukyd: Bunka shinkaron kara
mita kodai tdgoku no chiiki shinké to sono hen’ys” HA AL DK & 7B — bt bimD 5 Rz i RE O
MG & ZDER—, HE A L. Translated by Dylan L. Toda.
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formation of a distinctive psychological orientation that emphasizes individual rights and
responsibilities and universal law. He describes this process as follows. First, from the
late eighth to the early ninth century, during the reign of Charlemagne, the Carolingian
Frankish kingdom adopted a form of state closely allied with the Christian Church. As
Christian doctrine spread, marriage norms based on monogamy and the prohibition
of consanguineous marriage—what Henrich terms the Marriage and Family Program
(MFP)—became entrenched. As a result, in territories under Frankish rule, ancient
clans grounded in kinship were dismantled, and major transformations occurred in clan
structures. Second, with the dissolution of ancient clans, human groups became more
fluid, market economies developed, and cities emerged and flourished as voluntary
associations. Third, the spread of the Bible following the Reformation in the sixteenth
century rapidly increased the literate population and promoted the development of the
corpus callosum in the human brain. Through this process of cultural evolution from
the ninth century onward, Henrich argues, Western Europe’s distinctive psychology—
characterized by an emphasis on individual rights and responsibilities and universal law—
was formed.'

Was this situation unique to Western Europe alone? Or was the situation entirely
different in the far-removed Japanese archipelago of East Asia? Unfortunately, there
has been almost no historical research that analyzes the relationship between cultural
formation and religion in the Japanese archipelago from the perspective of cultural
evolution. This article primarily considers archaeological evidence to do so, looking back
to antiquity and adopting perspectives similar to Henrich’s—namely, the stability and
fluidity of human groups, the presence of a literate stratum, and the relationship between
local religious beliefs/practices and world religions.

This undertaking is not limited to a simple comparison between Japanese and
European cultures. Rather, it also seeks to elucidate and test the mechanisms by which
humanity has formed adaptive cultures in response to environmental and social change.

In what follows, I aim to present one pattern of cultural formation in East Asia.

1. Analytical Perspectives Based on Group Size, Group Character, and
Intergroup Networks
Group Size and Character

An important indicator for considering the relationship between cultural formation
and religion is the size and character of human groups, as well as the configuration

of networks between groups. Robin Dunbar has pointed out that “there is a natural

" Henrich, 7he WEIRDest People in the World.



Sas6: The Evolution of Japanese Culture:
Religion’s Transformation in the Ancient Eastern Provinces 5

progression from informal religions in small-scale societies to formal religions in large-
scale societies involved.”

When human groups are classified by size and character, the most natural and
fundamental form is the clan or kinship group bound by blood ties. Formed through
biological reproduction between males and females and strongly united by altruistic
behavior within the kin group, such groups can be regarded as the basic unit of human
society. At the opposite extreme are large, artificial, and ideational groups—such as states
and cities—bound together by shared religions, values, or ideologies. Religion plays
a particularly significant role in the formation of ancient states,” and the relationship
between the Carolingian Frankish kingdom and Christianity highlighted by Henrich fits
squarely within this pattern.

Between these two extremes lies the settlement (village). While settlements are
grounded in clans and kinship groups, as multiple kin groups come together and grow in
scale, they acquire aspects of artificial and ideational groups that share religion and values.
In archaeology, settlement sites provide the most basic data for understanding the size and
character of human groups. Moreover, in considering what binds individuals together to
form groups, it is also necessary to examine the influence of the natural environment on

human subsistence and production.

Intergroup Networks

Large-scale societies cannot form without networks connecting different human groups,
and how these networks are structured fundamentally determines what kind of society
emerges. It has been argued that, in the ancient Japanese archipelago, the polity of Wa
1% functioned as a network of allied chieftains during the early stage of state formation.
In this network, the political entity centered in the Kinki iI# region—the Yamato
kingship—and its paramount leader integrated and coordinated the groups organized by
local chieftains.*

With respect to the directionality of such intergroup networks, one may distinguish
between networks characterized by unidirectional, dominating, and prescriptive control,
and those characterized by bidirectional, freer interactions between groups. The selected
form appears to be influenced by natural and geopolitical conditions. In the polity of
Wa, the chieftain alliance network gradually underwent organizational development:
by the fifth century, the title of “Great King who rules all under Heaven” (ame no shita

shiroshimesu okimi {6 XK TKT) and an early bureaucratic system known as hirosei Aifil

> Dunbar, How Religion Evolved and Why It Endures, p. 191.
> Torrey, Evolving Brains, Emerging Gods.

¢ Mizoguchi, “Okinoshima saishi no kiné to hen’ys.”
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had been established,” and by the latter half of the seventh century, a rizsurys H47 state
centered on the emperor (fenné K5) had come into being. Within the archipelago, this
marked a transition to a dominating and prescriptive network with the imperial court
at its apex. This transformation corresponded to changes in the East Asian international
order following the establishment of the powerful unified Tang /& empire on the Chinese
continent in 618, after which regional politics came under strong Tang influence.

How, then, did religion act upon human group size and character, and intergroup
networks, to form “culture” as a set of norms governing human behavior? To explore this
question, this study examines the case of the southern Kanto BI# region—specifically,
the area from the former provinces of Kazusa [:#5 and Shimosa & (present-day
northern Chiba Prefecture). Since the late twentieth century, large-scale excavations
associated with land development have been conducted successively in this region,
clarifying the relationships among settlements, government offices, and temples. At the
same time, a substantial accumulation of written materials—most notably ink-inscribed

pottery—has advanced our understanding of ancient regional structures.

2. Settlements and Buddhist Networks in the Ancient Eastern Provinces
State Formation and Buddhism

In the latter half of the seventh century, the Yamato kingship introduced the Tang
dynasty’s legal system, known as the ritsuryo codes, initiating a new phase of state
formation. The title of the ruler shifted from dkimi to tenno. A wooden tablet excavated
from the north—south ditch (SD05) at the Asukaike &E5ith site in Nara Prefecture
bears the inscription “KERI(FEN 545 [],” and based on associated wooden tablets,
its date falls within the reign of Emperor Tenmu Kit.° This indicates that by the 670s,
during Tenmu’s reign, the title zennd was already in use. By the early eighth century, the
country name “Nihon” (FI7) had been established,” and a ritsurys state encompassing
the Japanese archipelago had taken shape. The ancient rizsurys state adopted Buddhism
to spiritually protect the state (chingo kokka HFEEZR). From the late seventh through
the eighth century, temples serving as centers of Buddhist beliefs and practices were
constructed inside the capital and elsewhere. From the late seventh to the early eighth
century, district officials (gunji #i7]) established ritual spaces and early district temples
adjacent to district offices (gizke HI5X), conducted lectures on the Golden Light Sutra
(Konkomyaokys )tHH#¥), which preached the merits of protecting the state, and
performed rites of releasing living beings (hdjo i’2) based on the Sutra of the Merits of the

> Tanaka, “Wa go-0 to rettd shihai.”
¢ Nara Bunkazai Kenkytjo, Asuka/Fujiwara-kyii hakkutsu chosa shutsudo mokkan gaibé (13).
7 Otsu, Tenni no rekishi 10.
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Former Vows of Master of Medicine, Beryl Radiance Tathigata (Yakushi ruriko nyorai hongan
kudoku-kyo FEEMFIRD CHIRARALIIERE; below, Medicine Master Sutra), praying for the
peace and stability of the state. By the mid-eighth century, the ritsurys government furcher
advanced policies of state protection through Buddhism by constructing provincial

temples for monks (kokubun soji 1E17318<F) and nuns (kokubun niji 573

JESF) adjacent to
provincial capitals. Early district temples and provincial temples across Japan were closely
integrated with state administration and functioned as bases for protecting both the state
and local communities from the likes of natural disasters and warfare through Buddhist

. . 8
beliefs and practices.

Interregional Networks in the Eighth and Ninth Centuries

Analyses of settlement and temple sites suggest that from the mid-eighth century—when
provincial temples came into existence—through the ninth century (from the Nara period
into the early Heian period), Shimésa Provincial Temple and early district temples were
linked by networks along which monks, nuns, and local officials traveled in the Kanto
region’s Shimasa Province (present-day northern Chiba).” These inter-temple connections
can be confirmed through the distribution of round eaves tiles (nokimarugawara -} 1.E)
of the same lineage. The eaves tiles with a palmette motif (hdssage-mon nokimarugawara &
FHESCHTALEL) and flat eaves tiles with a mirroring arabesque motif (kinsei karakusa-mon
nokihiragawara Y55 & SCHFEEL) used at Shimésa Provincial Temple are also found at
a small former temple at the site of Otsukamae KI¥5i temple in Inba FIi%/Ff% District
and at Ryushoin #EIEFE, an early district temple in Katori #FH{ District. Conversely, the
Yamada-dera [LIFHSF style (single-petaled, eight-lobed lotus; manben hachiyi rengemon HiFv
J\IEHIEST) nokimarugawara used at Ryukakuji #Ef9=F, an early district temple in Hanya
4 Districe, are also found at the site of Yokaichiba-Odera /A\H 1 KSF in Sosa i/
[fiB% District.”” Roof tiles of the same lineage are thought to have been produced either
by the same group of artisans possessing specific molds or by groups sharing those molds,
suggesting mutual assistance and cooperation between temples in construction and repair.
At the Tsunodadai /{5 site (Inba District), settlement excavations have yielded ceramic
bowls used by monks for alms (gzhatsu FL#K) inscribed in ink with senbutsu T and
hachi #, ink-inscribed pottery bearing the character tera <f (temple), and ink-inscribed
pottery bearing the name “Mononobe no Kuromaro {5k of Sésa District.” These
date to the first half of the ninth century."" Given the alms bowls, it can be concluded

that monks visited this settlement. Moreover, the inscription of the name of “Mononobe

® Sass, “Gunga shithen no keikan to sono shinké-teki haikei.”

? Sas6, “Ritsuryoki no saishi, girei to kanga, jiin, shiraku.”

" Yamaji, “Yokaichiba Daiji haiji.”

"' Chiba-ken Kyoiku Shinké Zaidan, Chiba Nyitaun maizé bunkazai chisa hokokusho XVIII.
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no Kuromaro” appears on the body of a J6s6 H#5-type haji ware jar (hajikigame +liZa%E)
from the first half of the ninth century. The full inscription reads as follows:
SMERRPIEE R T e KB A 2 () /e illas i ) /U e T =05
A1)/ el 1)
Although many characters remain difficult to decipher and much of the content is
unclear, the inscription appears to indicate that an individual named Mononobe
no Kuromaro, whose home district was Sosa District at the eastern edge of Shiméosa
Province, visited the Tsunodadai settlement located in Inba District in central Shimésa
and inscribed his own name on a J6so-type haji ware jar produced in southern Hitachi
Province to northeastern Shimosa.

From these circumstances, it is possible to posit the existence of a network linking
Shimésa Provincial Temple and eatly district temples, as well as an interregional network
within Shimésa Province connecting Inba and Sosa districts. The Tsunodadai case shows
that Buddhist monks moved within this network. In settlements within this network,
from the latter half of the eighth through the ninth century, small-scale Buddhist facilities
resembling temples or halls, along with Buddhist implements and ink-inscribed pottery
related to Buddhism, begin to appear. Figure 1 illustrates the inter-temple and intra-

settlement networks centered on Shimasa Provincial Temple during this period."

- 3 . by > 4 » ¢

A. Shimdsa Provincial Temple. B. The Otsukamae site. C. Th e of Kioroshi Bessho. D. Ryakakuji. E. The site of Yokaichiba-Odera.
F. The site of Shingy®ji. G. The site of Koganedai. H. The site of Yamada. . The site of Rytshain.

1. The Narukamiyama site and the Nishine site. 2. The Tsunodadai site. 3. The Magome site. 4. The Yamaguchi site.

5.The Gonbu site. 6. The Kund-takano site. 7. The Shozaku site. 8. The Otsukadai site. 9. The Mukaisakai site.

10. The Murakami Komenouchi site. 11. The Shirahatamae site.

Fig 1. Locations of sites associated with Buddhist proselytization networks in the Hokusé Jt#4 region

" Sas6, “Ritsurydki no saishi, girei to kanga, jiin, shraku”; and materials for my presentation given at the “Kamigaku”
77 2 %% research meeting held at Kokugakuin University on 15 Feburary 2025.
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Routes from Shimosa Provincial Temple to Ryuikakuji and Ryiishéin

Traveling eastward from Shimésa Provincial Temple across the Shimosa Plateau leads to
the Otsukamae site, located in Inba District at the boundary between the water systems
of Lake Tega F# and Lake Inba. Excavations here have identified a building with an
unenclosed, eaves-protected veranda on all four sides (shimen-bisashi VUIiJFE) thought to
have served as the central Buddha hall. The base ridge tiles (irakamune E#¥) appear to
have been the palmette motif and mirror arabesque motif ones used at Shimésa Provincial
Temple.13 Although small in scale, the structure likely possessed the outward appearance
of a Buddhist hall belonging to a temple connected to the provincial temple. The shimen-
bisashi structure, which provided a large covered space, would have made it possible to
hold Buddhist rituals such as repentance rites (keka hoe IfiiEiE7s).

Proceeding east from the Otsukamae site leads to the site of Kioroshi Bessho A Il
fIT, an early Inba district temple. This is a fully developed temple site with three platform
buildings, using single-petaled, eight-lobed lotus nokimarugawara of the same lineage
as those at Ryukakuji, an eatly district temple founded in the latter half of the seventh
century. Rytikakuji is located to the east of Kioroshi Bessho, on the other side of what
appear to have been waters that in antiquity connected to the “Sea of Katori” (Katori no
umi AL DE; Kasumigaura 55 7 iifi/Kitaura Jtiii and the Kinugawa 51| River).

From Ryukakuji, crossing the lowlands of the Nekona #2A# River to the northeast
leads to Ryushoin #EiER, an early Katori district temple. At both the Rytshoin site and
the Ryashain kiln site, single-petaled, eight-leaf lotus nokimarugawara from the lacter half
of the seventh century have been found, along with the eave tiles featuring the palmette
and mirroring arabesque motifs also found at Shimésa Provincial Temple. Tile artisans
from Rytshoin may have been dispatched to participate in the construction of Shimésa
Provincial Temple."*

Buddhist-related artifacts have been found at multiple settlement sites along the route
from Shimésa Provincial Temple to Ryashoin. At the Magome fEiA site, a settlement
located east of the Kioroshi Bessho site between it and Rytkakuji, two tile pagodas (gato
E¥), reconstructable as seven-tiered structures, and a ceramic bowl used by monks for
alms have been excavated. Between the Otsukamae site, the Kioroshi Bessho site, and
Ryukakuji lies the Tsunodadai site, where “Mononobe no Kuromaro of Sésa District”

ink-inscribed pottery and alms bowls have been recovered.

From the Otsukamae Site to the Shirahatamae Site

By traveling south from the Otsukamae site, crossing Lake Inba, and following the

13 . . A e
Imaizumi, “Otsukamae haiji.”
14 - . - _.
Suda, “Rytishoin ato, Ryiishoin kawara kama ato.”
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Shinkawa #7/I| River upstream, one reaches the Shirahatamae %7 site. Here, from the
late eighth to the first half of the ninth century, there existed a small-scale temple complex
centered on a shimen-bisashi building (serving as the main Buddha hall) and enshrining
tile pagodas and a tile miniature hall (gads FL%). Alms bowls and ritual ewers (jobei 1t
Ji), possessions of monks, have also been recovered. These finds indicate the presence
of resident monks and suggest that Buddhist rituals were able to be performed in the
Buddha hall.

Buddhist-related artifacts from the same period as this small temple have been
recovered from multiple archaeological sites located between the Otsukamae and
Shirahatamae sites. From the Narukamiyama M1l site, a settlement south of the
Otsukamae site, excavations yielded ink-inscribed pottery bearing the phrase “Hata-
dera” I&<F « ZHISF, as well as an alms bowl marked with buzsu ## (buddha). Nearby,
from the Nishine FitR site—situated along the former course of a small stream in the
neighboring valley—pottery inscribed in ink with bussu has also been recovered. South
of Lake Inba lies the Mukaisakai [f]3& site, another settlement from which artifacts such
as ink-inscribed pottery reading zera <¥ (temple) and sanbo =5 (Three Jewels: Buddha,
Dharma, and Sangha), together with alms bowls and three-color censers (sansai kasha
—FK7&), have been excavated. Further upstream along the Shinkawa River lies the
Murakami Kominouchi #f [-3AN site, a key settlement site from which a tile pagoda has
been recovered. Excavations in the upper reaches of the Shinkawa River have revealed a
cluster of settlements centered on the Shirahatamae site, including the Idomukai H/=
M site to its north, where a bronze seated image of a nyorai WK has been found. Farther
north, from the Hokkaido Jtif§i# site, ink-inscribed pottery reading Shokoji )¢S has
been recovered.

Taken together, the distribution of these Buddhist-related artifacts suggests that monks
traveled between the Otsukamae temple and the small-scale temple at Shirahatamae,
visiting intervening settlements along the way to disseminate Buddhist beliefs and

practices and to proselytize.

From Ryiikakuji to the Site of Yokaichiba-Odera

Settlement sites yielding Buddhist-related structures and artifacts dating from the lacter
half of the eighth to the ninth century are also distributed along the route connecting
Ryiikakuji and the site of Yokaichiba-Odera. Following the Nekona River—which flows
east of Ryukakuji—southward, one arrives at the Kozu 23t sites. Among them are the
Gobu 457 and Yamaguchi 11117 sites, settlements in which small-scale temples once stood
featuring a shimen-bisashi building as their central Buddha hall. Continuing southward
along a tributary of the river leads to the settlement site of Kuné-takano AREF%F, from

which ink-inscribed pottery bearing the inscription Sodenji 5F<F has been recovered,
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indicating that Buddhist beliefs and practices had entered the settlement."” Proceeding
even farther south to the uppermost reaches and then heading east, one quickly reaches
the drainage basin of the Takaya &% River, which flows into the Pacific Ocean. Located
on the plateau in the Takaya River basin is the Obaraku /N archaeological complex,
including the Shozaku JAF settlement site, from which ink-inscribed pottery reading
butsushu Whit, as well as alms bowls and tile pagodas, have been recovered. From the
Otsukadai K5 settlement site to the northeast, ink-inscribed pottery marked Baheiji
FSPASE and butsu 9§, along with alms bowls and three-colored censers, has also been
excavated.'® In each case, the presence of alms bowls indicates that monks visited these
settlements. From the Otsukadai settlement, traveling eastward across the broad lowlands
of the Kuriyama Z€[l] River basin and then proceeding east along a tributary of the

Kuriyama-gawa, one eventually reaches the site of Yokaichiba-Odera.

Networks of Monks and Government Officials

As seen in the foregoing examples, in Shimésa Province (present-day northern Chiba
Prefecture), networks linked Shimésa Provincial Temple with district-level early temples,
and there is no doubt that monks visited the settlements that lay between them. Within
some of these settlements, small-scale temples equipped with shimen-bisashi Buddha halls,
as well as tile pagodas and tile miniature halls, were constructed, serving as bases from
which monks performed repentance and other Buddhist rites while proselytizing in order
to secure donations and other benefits. This pattern aligns with the monastic activities
described in proselytization texts of the period—most notably the “Todaiji fuju monks”
HRSFAlA R and the Nibon ryoiki HAFZ S E—which were compiled from the late
eighth to early ninth century. In other words, the routes linking Shimésa Provincial
Temple to early district temples appear to have operated as Buddhist proselytization
networks connecting settlements.'’

Furthermore, fittings from katai $57 (belts of Tang-dynasty style used by government
officials under the ritsury system) have been excavated in considerable numbers from
these settlement sites. Since provincial temples were located adjacent to provincial
capitals and early district temples were situated beside district offices, the same networks
likely served as routes for government officials traveling between provincial capitals and
district offices. Monks™ dissemination of Buddhist scriptures and government officials’
ritsuryd documents-based administrative work likely contributed to the expansion of a

literate stratum within settlements. In the next section, I examine this literacy in ancient

" Inba Gunshi Bunkazai Senta, Chiba-ken Inba-gun Tomisato-machi Kuno iseki-gun hakkutsu chisa hokokusho.
' Chiba-ken Kydiku Shinkd Zaidan, Shutoken chid renraku jidisha-do maizo bunkazai chisa hokokusho 38.
V7 Sasd, Shinbutsu to murakeikan no kokogaku.
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settlements by analyzing ink-inscribed pottery.

3. Individual Religious Beliefs and Practices and the Character for
“Transgression” on Ink-Inscribed Pottery

Development of Individual Religious Beliefs and Practices

Within settlements located along Buddhist proselytization networks in Shimésa, not only
are ink-inscribed vessels bearing inscriptions such as zera, butsu, and temple names found,
but also ink-inscribed pottery believed to have contained food or other offerings dedicated
to the likes of deities, accompanied by the donor’s personal name, place of residence,
and date. Included within this category are vessels depicting what appear to be human
or Buddhist figure faces in ink. Representative examples from western Inba District are
presented in Table 1 and Figure 2."® Almost all settlement sites where this type of vessel
has been recovered have also yielded Buddhist-related artifacts. The exceptions—Kamiya
¥ site and Gongen‘ushiro #H#% site—lack Buddhist objects yet are adjacent to the
Mukaisakai and Hokkaid6 sites, which have produced such artifacts. (Table 1)
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Fig 2. Measured drawings of ink-inscribed pottery from the western Inba District

A key feature of offering ink-inscribed vessels is the explicit recording of personal
names, often accompanied by characters such as “AX,” “75fX,” or “FEAX,” which can be
interpreted as indicating a dedicatory substitute in place of oneself.”” In some examples,

the date and the deity receiving the offering are also included. Personal names attested

18 - . 1. . . . . .rs -
Based on Saso, “Ritsuryoki no saishi, girei to kanga, jiin, sharaku.”

" Hirakawa, Bokushodoki no kenkyi.
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include those with Hasetsukabe ST GEHEE T HEE, STERS T &, SCERLIK) and others (K
EEREE, YR EAR, BF5ALET). “Mononobe no Kuromaro,” whose name was inscribed
on a vessel from the Tsunodadai site, was from Sosa District, demonstrating that such
individuals were not necessarily from Inba District alone but may have come from a
wider area spanning multiple districts.

The widespread distribution of ink-inscribed pottery indicates the presence of a
literate stratum within settlements during this period. The fact that individuals recorded
their names and performed acts of prayer suggests that Buddhist beliefs and practices
introduced by monks into settlements manifested at the level of the individual. Moreover,
traditional local deities were the ones receiving the offerings: Okunitama KEE,
Kunitama gami £, and Okami A#. Such deities were incorporated into individual-

level religious beliefs and practices.

Purification and the Extinguishing of Transgressions

Some of these ink-inscribed vessels bear the character for “transgression” (#sumi 38),
indicating its close relationship with this category of pottery. An example from the
Nishine site, inscribed “XHFRLIFRILZAAM,” can be interpreted as an offering to
Okami in place of one’s own transgression. Similarly, a vessel from the Narukamiyama site
inscribed with “K[E FJE” suggests that food offerings were made to the deity Okunitama
to atone for transgressions. The act of dedicating valuable items in substitution for one’s
own transgressions accords with traditional notions of purification (harae k).

From the Nishine site also comes ink-inscribed pottery reading “#” and “FEH.” The
latter can be read as tsumi no tsukasa JE0OOD0E, an official who judges transgressions.
A similar meaning is found on a late eighth-century haji TRl pottery vessel bearing the
inscription “JErliE FR” from the Kuno-takano site. The first two characters can likewise
be read the same way. These vessels represent offerings made to such officials in place of
one’s own transgressions.

Additionally, from the Shézaku site come vessels inscribed “JE LE £ A1Z5” and “[
WIE1]” (see Figure 3).”° The character “2.” can be interpreted as an abbreviation of
“91” based on examples in the Hokke shuho ippyakuza kikigakisho 15:H5EE T —H PFEHEFD
(1110 AD).” Since “J5” is used for “if” in cases of phonetic borrowing,” this inscription
can be read “JE#h Gik) EE#ZE”. Like the Nishine site’s “SCEELLIBATZAM,” it

can be understood as grounded in traditional purification beliefs and practices, in which

* Sanbu Kokogaku Kenkyiijo, Obaraku iseki-gun. Regarding the reading of “JJE” on these vessels, see Sasé, “Ennin
to ‘Butché-sonshé darani-kyd’, soshite kodai Nihon no metsuzai shinka.”

*' In this text, we find “EF|#” written as “FF) L\.” Yamagishi, Hokke shithi ippyakuza kikigakisho.

* Per Shuowen tongxun dingsheng i SOBAEEF as quoted in Morohashi, Daikanwa jiten, p. 691.
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The orthography of “ &8 " in the
Hokke shaho jppyakuza kikigakisho
(Quoted photo plates from Note 21)
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(Traced from the measured drawings in Note 20)

Ink-inscribed pottery with “SE4 (38) EIE#ZE" excavated from Pit Dwelling No. 25 at the Shozaku site
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Examples of the character “J&" in Chinese inscriptions

A <) ]
Ink-inscribed pottery from Pit Dwelling No. 67 at the Shozaku site:

(Traced from the rubbings in Fushimi Chikei, ed.

Kadokawa shoda jiten, Kadokawa Shoten, 1977)
photographs and outline drawings of the inscriptions
(Photo by author; collection of the Shibayama Kofun and Haniwa Museum)

Ink-inscribed pottery with “[ #JE(1]” excavated from Pit Dwelling No. 67 at the Shozaku site

Fig 3. Ink-inscribed pottery with the word “SE” excavated from the Shozaku site
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offerings were made to a traditional deity (Kunitama gami) to remove transgressions.

In contrast, the inscribed pottery reading “[ #JE[]]” directly records the
“extinguishing transgressions” (mersuzai WIE) beliefs and practices as taught in texts such
as the Lotus Sutra, namely, that one could annihilate one’s own transgressions through
Buddhist merit. In other words, at the Nishine and Shozaku sites, the following existed
side by side: (1) transgressions that could be removed through the traditional purification
ritual of offering material goods as substitutionary atonement, (2) transgressions
incurred by violating Buddhist precepts, and (3) the Buddhist belief in “extinguishing
transgressions” through the accumulation of Buddhist merit. In the villages of the
eastern provinces at that time, the traditional purification grounded in indigenous deity
beliefs and practices and the Buddhist beliefs and practices centered on extinguishing
transgressions appear to have been understood as compatible. Furthermore, if we consider
that purification shifted to repentance rites,” then such rites, too, may have been accepted

alongside the belief in extinguishing transgressions.

Transgression-Judging Officials and the Medicine Master Sutra

As noted above, a compound referring to a deity who acts as an official judge of
transgressions is found at the Nishine and Kuné-takano sites. A comparable being
appears in the Medicine Master Sutra in the figure of Dharma King Yama (Enma Hoo
J& [IfE] £ T). In Xuanzang’s aforementioned translation, it states that “Dharma King
Yama examines and punishes in accordance with the gravity of the transgressions,””
describing how, at the time of death, he confirms the deeds performed in life and judges
transgressions and merit. In other words, he is a transgression-judging official. This
suggests that the conceptual foundation of these ideas found at the Nishine and Kuné-
takano sites lies in the cult of King Yama found in this sutra.

Within the monk—official network of Shimésa Province, the Nishine site lay on
the route leading south from the Otsukamae site—situated at the branch-point of the
network linking Shimésa Provincial Temple and Ryakakuji—to Shirahata-mae. The
Kuné-takano site lay on the route connecting Ryiikakuji to the site of Yokaichiba-Odera.
Both can thus be assumed to have been linked to Ryiikakuji, the early temple of Hanyi
District. Rytkakuji can be dated to the latter half of the seventh century based on its
Yamada-dera—style eaves tiles, and preserves a bronze seated Yakushi Nyorai SRR

* Kawaguchi Erya JI[[ IR# argues that in the Nibon Rydiki, “Ancient people’s ideas about purifying transgressions
and defilement shifted to the format of Buddhist repentance, which then shifted to the purely Buddhist beliefs
and practices of scripture recitation and copying.” It appears that the coexistence of purification with repentance/
transgression-eliminating beliefs and practices indicates the transition period from the former to the latter recorded in
the Nihon Ryjiki. See Kawaguchi, “‘Ryéiki’ no Hokke-kyo.”

# Izumi and Tajima, Kokuyaku issaikyo Indo senjutsu-bu kyoshi-bu 12.
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(Medicine Master) statue from the Hakuho F1/El period. Given that the stylistic features
of the head resemble the buddha head at Kofukuji Bf#<F in Nara (formerly the main
icon of Yamada-dera’s lecture hall, dated 685), the statue at Rytukakuji was probably the
principal icon at the time of its founding in the latter seventh century.” If Yakushi Nyorai
was the principal object of veneration, then naturally the foundation of Ryukakuji’s
religious beliefs and practices in the latter half of the seventh century would have been
the Medicine Master Sutra. It follows that the religious beliefs and practices surrounding
the Dharma King Yama, as expounded by the sutra, must also have been transmitted to
Rytikakuji at an early stage. The sutra teaches that “committing unfilial conduct (fuks A~
#) and the five heinous offenses (gogyaku 113%), reviling the three jewels, destroying the
laws of ruler and ministers, and violating belief and the precepts,” and, alongside this,
religious beliefs and practices surrounding Dharma King Yama, who adjudicates and
punishes transgression according to its gravity. It may be inferred that this belief system
spread through a network of monks and government officials based at Rytikakuji into a
wide range of settlements within Shimésa Province. One imagines that, as a result, ink-
inscribed pottery bearing the characters for “transgression-judging official” was produced,
offerings were placed inside them, and individuals prayed that judgment might be
rendered even slightly more lenient. This, too, illustrates a form of individual religious
belief and practice introduced into settlements alongside Buddhist teachings.

In this way, from the latter half of the eighth to the ninth century, within the
settlements of the eastern provinces, religious beliefs and practices centered on personal
salvation spread via Buddhist proselytization networks through which monks circulated.
These beliefs interacted with shifts in the consciousness of “transgression,” and likely
brought about major transformations in views of the afterlife. The relationship between
Dharma King Yama and transgression seen here also became an important narrative
theme in the Nihon rydiki. Buddhist beliefs and practices that promised salvation from
punishment for an individual’s transgressions appear to have penetrated the populace on

an individual level.

4. The Characteristics of Settlements and Religious Beliefs and Practices
Settlements of the Obaraku Archaeological Complex

Did Buddhism and individual religious beliefs and practices spread evenly across ancient
settlements in the eastern provinces? To examine this, I will compare the trajectories of
several neighboring settlements at the Obaraku archaeological complex, which includes
the Shozaku Site—a node along the Buddhist proselytization network. This archaeological

complex is situated on a plateau at an elevation of 30-40 meters, on the left bank of the

* Chiba-ken Shiryo Kenkya Zaidan, Chiba-ken no rekishi tsishi-hen kodai 2.
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Takaya River, a tributary of the Kuriyama River that flows into the Pacific Ocean. Along
the section facing the Takaya River, the settlement sites of the Tonodai @7 15/Nagatsu
EH# and Joraku [2%/Tanikubo 73 sites are aligned from north to south. North of the
Tonodai site lie the Osato KH and Otsukadai KIFE kofun 151 groups, while hillside
hole graves (yokoana #i7X) have been found on the slope of the plateau to the northwest
of the Joraku/Tanikubo sites. The Shozaku site is located on the plateau that faces the
head of a tributary valley on the east side of the Joraku/Tanikubo sites (Figs. 4—7). First,
I will review the changes and characteristics of the settlements at the Joraku/Tanikubo
and Shozaku sites, which developed adjacent to each other from the Kofun period
through the Heian *F% period, and then examine the religious beliefs and practices at

each. The scale of each settlement is as follows:

Joraku site: 105 pit (tateana ¥7X) dwellings, 6 post-in-ground buildings.
Tanikubo site: 68 pit dwellings, 0 post-in-ground buildings.
Shozaku Site: 83 pit dwellings, 11 post-in-ground buildings.

Although the Shozaku site has a not-insignificant number of post-in-ground structures,

pit dwellings are central in all three settlements. Therefore, I am going to trace changes in

settlements by reviewing the number of pit dwellings for which dates can be determined
27

from excavated pottery (Figure 5)

Fig 4. Location of the Obaraku archaeological complex (adapted from Fukuma 1998; see Note 26)

** Sanbu Kokogaku Kenkyijo, Obaraku iseki-gun; Fukuma, “Obaraku iseki-gun.”
¥ For the dating of pit dwellings, I relied on the below publications” pottery timelines: Ozawa, Bas kofun bunka no

kenkyiz; Boso Rekishi Kokogaku Kenkytkai, Bdso ni okeru rekishijidai doki no kenkyi.
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Fig 6. Changes in the number of ink-inscribed pottery excavated
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Settlement Changes and Character at the Joraku/Tanikubo Sites

The Tanikubo site was established between the mid-fifth and early sixth century with
five pit dwellings, the first of these settlements. In the early and middle sixth century, it
continued to have five pit dwellings (average 2.5 dwellings per phase). At the Joraku site,
cight pit dwellings (average four per phase) were constructed during the first and middle
sixth century, forming a settlement. From the late sixth to the late seventh century, a total
of twenty pit dwellings appear; divided across the four phases of the late sixth and early/
middle/late seventh centuries, this averages to five dwellings per phase. At the Tanikubo
site, a total of seventeen pit dwellings appear from the late sixth to the late seventh
century, averaging 4.25 dwellings per phase. At the Joraku site in the mid-sixth century,
a large pit dwelling measuring 9.8 x 9.4 meters was constructed. Iron sickles, knives, iron
arrowheads, and iron slag have been found, indicating that this was a hub-like settlement
capable of ironworking.

In the early and middle eighth century, the number of pit dwellings increased to
thirteen (average 6.5) at the Joraku site and twelve (average 6) at the Tanikubo site. In
the late eighth century, the Joraku site had seven pit dwellings and the Tanikubo site
eight. In the early and middle ninth century, the Joraku site had twenty pit dwellings
(average 10 per phase), while in the late ninth century, this fell to nine. At the Tanikubo
site, eight dwellings appear in the early to middle ninth century (average 4), and five in
the late ninth century. However, by the early tenth century, the number of pit dwellings
plummeted, leaving only one at the Tanikubo site, after which the settlement disappeared
entirely.

Turning to excavated artifacts, a fragment of sue 7HIE ware repurposed as an inkstone
has been found at the Joraku site, dating to the late eighth century, suggesting the
presence of a literate stratum. Additionally, gray-glazed ceramics such as wide-mouthed
jars (hirokuchi tsubo JI155), small bottles (shohei 7IMili), and long-necked bottles (chikeihei
E%IM) dating into the ninth century have been recovered, alongside iron “goose-foot”
arrowheads (karimata-zoku WEWS), iron spindle whorls (bdsuisha #/i#%5), Kinai-type haji
ware cups from the early eighth century (used in the capital region of Heijo-kyo “F-4x1),
copper belt fittings for government officials (junpd i&/7) from the early ninth century, and
stone belt fittings for government officials (marutomo FU4#) from the late ninth century.
At the Tanikubo site, gray-glazed long-necked vessels and copper fittings worn at the
tip of officials’ belts have also been found (dabi #£)/2). From the presence of Kinai-type
haji ware, high-grade gray-glazed ceramics, and belt fictings for government officials, it is
possible to infer the presence of such officials linked to the capital who were engaged in
ritsuryd local administration. Thus, from the eighth century onward, the Joraku/Tanikubo
sites likely functioned as hub-like settlements positioned at the lowest tier of the rizsurys

provincial administrative system.
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The Joraku/Tanikubo sites were situated facing rice paddies in the lowlands along
the Takaya River, and there are indications that they had the character of traditional
settlements in existence from the fifth and sixth centuries. The seven hillside hole
graves discovered on the northwest slope of the plateau above the Joraku site,” though
undatable due to not having yet been surveyed, are likely the burial area associated with
the settlement due to their spatial proximity. The Joraku/Tanikubo sites may therefore be
understood as traditional kinship settlements bound by a sense of genealogical descent
from ancestors buried in the tombs. Given such strong kinship ties, it is likely that the
traditional settlement structure established in the fifth and sixth centuries was maintained

until the ninth century.

Settlement Changes and Character at the Shozaku Site

At the Shozaku site, a settlement was established in the early seventh century, slightly later
than at the Joraku/Tanikubo sites. During the early, middle, and late seventh century, the
settlement maintained an average of roughly four pit dwellings. In the early and middle
eighth century, the number rose to eleven (average 5.5), making it somewhat smaller
than the Joraku/Tanikubo Sites. However, in the late eighth century, the number of pit
dwellings surged to twenty, roughly a fourfold increase. In the early and middle ninth
century, there were twenty-one dwellings (average 10.5), followed by a decline to five in
the late ninth century. By the early tenth century, the settlement had disappeared.

The Shézaku site is notable for a roughly fourfold increase in pit dwellings during the
late eighth century. The site lies near the border between Musa H4f District of Kazusa
Province and Sésa District of Shimésa Province. The lowlands along the Takaya River
likely consisted of arable land by the late Kofun period, when the hub-like settlements
of the Joraku/Tanikubo sites formed. The Shozaku site is situated on a plateau facing the
head of a tributary connected to that lowland. The rapid expansion of the settlement in
the late eighth century suggests a large influx of people, likely driven by development in
the tributary valley and on the surrounding plateau. Consequently, the Shozaku site likely
transformed into a settlement composed of people of varied origins, characterized by fluid

social relations.

Ink-Inscribed Pottery and Religious Artifacts

Did differences in religious and spiritual life exist between the Joraku/Tanikubo sites—
traditional clan-based settlements that may have housed figures involved in rizsuryd
administration—and the Shozaku site, which seemingly expanded rapidly in the late

cighth century and likely became a fluid community composed of diverse groups? To

* Sanbu Kokogaku Kenkytijo, Obaraku iseki-gun.
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explore this, I will examine the distribution of ink-inscribed pottery and religion-related
artifacts.

Figure 6 summarizes changes in the number of ink-inscribed pottery samples at the
Joraku/Tanikubo sites and the Shézaku site. In the early eighth century, ink-inscribed
pottery is found only at the Joraku site, with three pieces bearing the single character “J.”
Two of these are inscribed upon special dish-shaped vessels (banjo rsuki #RHF) modeled
after capital tableware. At this time, Kinai-type haji ware cups also appear at the Joraku
site, probably used in ceremonial banquets linked to rizsuryo administration. No ink-
inscribed pottery has been found at the Tanikubo site for this phase, and only a single
illegible piece appears at the Shozaku site.

In the late eighth century, however, ink-inscribed pottery at the Shozaku site
dramatically increased to twenty-eight samples, greatly surpassing the Joraku site (ten
samples) and Tanikubo site (one sample). At the Shozaku site, ink-inscribed pottery
reaches a quantitative peak in the early and middle ninth century, totaling sixty-one
samples. Although twenty-four samples also appear at the Joraku site, this is less than half
the Shozaku total. At the Tanikubo site, where the aforementioned inkstone suggests the
presence of a literate stratum in the late eighth century, none have been found.

This contrast is also reflected in the inscriptions’ content. At the Joraku Site, most
examples are one or two characters—such as “H1,” “ffi,” “&+,” “Bf,” or “T”—and no
multi-character inscriptions from which sentence meaning can be reconstructed have
been found. Only a single fragment reading “#1Z” has been recovered.

In stark contrast, at the Shozaku site, multiple multi-character inscriptions have been
found that identify both an individual and the object of the rite. Examples include: “[ ][]
78" from the late eighth century; “ NMIERE +IEERANERIZ,” “ EFS [ RO
ZE,” NI SE A+ E B2, and “ANiSE+IRL () EE#Z” from the early ninth
century. These inscriptions can be read as offerings to Kunitama gami, Kunigami F#,
and Toshigami % ffi, and they clearly record personal names such as “JFBEX” and “FAN,”
demonstrating that these were individual, rather than communal, practices.

The distribution of religion-related artifacts likewise differs sharply between the Joraku/
Tanikubo sites and the Shozaku site. At the Joraku site, clay magatama 2% beads have
been found dating to the sixth century, and hand-formed and miniature vessels appear
from the eighth century. These are ritual implements dating from the Kofun period, likely
used in traditional rites to traditional deities. The “Kunitama gami” appearing on ink-
inscribed pottery from the Shozaku site probably refers to the deity of the spirit (tama %)
of the land (kuni [#), an indigenous tutelary deity, that was the object of religious belief
and practice for many generations. Such rites to the land deity likely employed traditional

ritual implements such as clay magatama beads and hand-formed vessels, in prayers for
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the well-being of the entire settlement. However, aside from lamp cups used for votive oil
lamps (tomyo-tsuki KTHHIF), no artifacts suggesting Buddhist religious beliefs and practices
have been found at the Joraku/Tanikubo sites.

By contrast, at the Shozaku site, artifacts clearly related to Buddhist devotion have
been recovered. These include a small ceramic pagoda as well as ceramic begging bowls
used by monks. This indicates that a small Buddhist hall once stood at the site, housing
the pagoda and visited by monks. Among the ink-inscribed vessels, we find “[ 3],
as well as “ff§iP4,” with the latter written on Haji ware—likely alcohol offered to Buddhist

objects of veneration.

Characteristics of the Communities and Their Religious Beliefs and Practices

Buddhist beliefs and practices are not clearly attested at the Joraku/Tanikubo sites,
but at the Shozaku site there was unmistakably both a facility that functioned as a
Buddhist center and monks. This difference can be understood as having been shaped by
the character of the human communities that inhabited these respective settlements. At
the Shozaku site, the settlement expanded rapidly in the late eighth century, suggesting
the influx of a large number of people. As a result, the sectlement became a community
characterized by fluid human relationships, unlike the tightly knit kinship groups and
clans of traditional settlements. It was precisely under these conditions that Buddhist
beliefs and practices at the individual level—Buddhism that preached individual
salvation—resonated. These beliefs and practices introduced a new view of transgression
(as arising from the violation of Buddhist doctrine) to the traditionally conceived notion
of transgression (which, alongside defilement, was treated as an object of purification).
In communities composed of mobile populations of diverse origins, Buddhist beliefs and
practices that taught personal salvation from the calamities and punishments brought
about by such transgressions functioned as an adaptive form of religion.

At the same time, indigenous beliefs and practices remained deeply rooted in the
region in the late eighth and early ninth centuries. Thus, even as individual-level
Buddhist beliefs and practices were accepted, traditional deities such as Kunitama gami
and Kunigami remained as objects of devotion and came to be the object of individual
beliefs and practices. These widely worshipped local deities were likely perceived as
interchangeable with Dharma King Yama and the aforementioned transgression-judging
officials described in the Medicine Master Sutra. The ink-inscribed vessel from the
Shozaku site bearing an inscription about an individual’s offering to Kunigami (“3Ci6
ERAREI%) shows this configuration in concrete form. The religious artifacts from
the settlements of the Obaraku archaeological complex thus reveal the process by which
Buddhist doctrine promoted the transformation of local society that had continued since

the Kofun period, and by which traditional clan rites were reshaped through individual-



Sas6: The Evolution of Japanese Culture:
Religion’s Transformation in the Ancient Eastern Provinces 25

level beliefs and practices.

5. Changes at the End of Ancient Times and the Formation of Japanese

Culture
The Dissolution of Ancient Settlements and Clans
In the tenth and eleventh centuries, phenomena similar to those seen in the settlements of
the Obaraku archaeological complex—namely, the rapid contraction and disappearance
of ancient settlements—can be observed widely across the Japanese archipelago.

For example, the group of ancient settlements in the Oyumino area of Chiba City
(the southwestern part of Shimésa Province), on the eastern shore of Tokyo Bay, shows
a comparable pattern. There, in the late fifth century, a core settlement was established
at the Ariyoshi i/ Takazawa iR sites, and around it a cluster of kofun (a cemetery
area) took shape (Figure 8). At the head of this kofun group stands Kami-Akatsuka I
77 Tumulus No. 1, constructed in the early fifth century. This circular mound, with a
diameter of 31 meters and a height of 3.3 meters, contains two wooden coflins buried at
its summit. Grave goods include stone pillows on which the heads of the deceased rested,
iron swords, iron sickles, iron hoe blades, axes, stone ritual replicas of axes and sickles,
and magatama beads. It was the first fully developed kofun in this area.”

From around the end of the fourth century, just before the construction of Kami-
Akatsuka Tumulus No. 1, we can infer that the scale of the settlements in the vicinity
of the Akatsuka 775 tributary valley extending south from this tumulus expanded, iron
agricultural implements and tools, together with blacksmithing, were introduced, and
the development of arable land within the tributary valley progressed. It is reasonable to
think that the leader who introduced this technology at the beginning of the fifth century
and promoted the development of the valley was buried in Kami-Akatsuka Tumulus No.
1. Shortly thereafter, in the late fifth century, the settlement at the Ariyoshi/Takazawa
Sites came into being. The leader who introduced new techniques around the beginning
of the fifth century and advanced development in the tributary valley would have been
remembered as a special ancestor who laid the foundation for the area, and the kofun in
which his body was buried would have been maintained as a monument symbolizing
his personhood. It can be inferred that the settlement at the Ariyoshi/Takazawa sites was
composed of a clan that regarded the leader buried in Kami-Akatsuka Tumulus No. 1 as
its common ancestor, and that this configuration of settlement and cemetery landscape
was preserved until the ninth century (Figure 9).” The character of this settlement

was that of a traditional hub-like settlement continuing from the late fifth century,

* Chiba-ken Bunkazai Senta, Chiba tinanbu nyiitaun 13.
% Sass, “Keikan keisei to kami, reikon-kan.”
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/ \ Ink-inscribed pottery with “#i&,H"
excavated from Pit Dwelling No. 68

1 IOcm

A ceramic bow! used by monks for alms (gahatsu F.8k ) excavated from Pit Dwelling No. 30

Fig 8. Buddhist-related artifacts excavated from the Shozaku site
(traced from the measured drawings in Obaraku Iseki-gun; see Note 20)
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Fig 9. Location map of settlement sites and kofun in the Oyumino area (9th century)
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comparable to the Joraku/Tanikubo sites’ settlements at the Obaraku archaeological
complex. In the early tenth century, however, the settlement at the Takazawa/Ariyoshi
sites shrank rapidly in scale, and by the latter half of the tenth century it had completely
disappeared.

Around the end of the ninth century—just before the Ariyoshi/Takazawa settlement
disappeared—a significant change can be observed at the Kami-Akatsuka F775 Mound
No. 1. A pit dwelling was constructed inside the peripheral ditch (moat demarcating
the mound) of it. Alms bowls have also been recovered. This all suggests the residence
of monks (Figure 10). By this point, it is likely that Buddhist memorial practices for
the mound’s deceased (ancestors) had been introduced. A similar situation is seen at
the Shiinazaki sites in the same area, where the settlement is adjacent to the Nishihara
Kofun group. On the peripheral ditch of the fifth-century Nishihara Fiii Mound No.
2, a pit dwelling was constructed in the tenth century, and a gray-glazed ritual ewer (a

. . . . . 31
container for drinking water and a monastic possession) was recovered.” By the first half

10cm

A ceramic bowl used by monks for alms excavated from Pit-dwelling Remains No. 1

Dwelling Remains No. 1

Main burial
facility No. 1

2|0m

Kami-Akatsuka Kofun mound and Dwelling Remains No. 1

Fig 10. Measured drawings of the mound of the Kami-Akatsuka kofun, Dwelling Remains No. 1,
and an excavated ceramic bowl used by monks for alms

*' Chiba-ken Bunkazai Senta, Chiba tonanbu nyitaun 6.



28 Kokugakuin Fapan Studies 7 (2026)

of the tenth century, the Ariyoshi/Takazawa settlement disappeared, and by the first half
of the eleventh century, the Shiinazaki sites also ceased to exist. Even in these traditional
hub settlements, from the end of the ninth into the tenth century, Buddhist beliefs and
practices concerning personal salvation penetrated ancestor veneration, contributing to
the dissolution and dispersal of the ancient settlements that were based on fifth-century

clan structures and corresponded to burial areas (kofun clusters).

Changes in the Tenth and Eleventh Centuries

The dissolution and dispersal of settlements cannot be attributed solely to the influence
of Buddhist beliefs and practices. According to climate reconstruction data derived from
oxygen isotope ratios in tree-ring cellulose by Nakatsuka Takeshi 51X, the period from
the lacter half of the ninth through the tenth centuries was characterized by unstable
climatic conditions marked by pronounced summer aridity—peaking in AD 948
(Tenryaku KJ& 2)—alongside frequent humid years.” Consulting the Nihon kiryaku H
Al (Abridged Chronicle of Japan) and Honchi seiki A1 (Chronicle of Japan)
reveals that natural disasters associated with climatic fluctuations—droughts and floods—
occurred frequently and with increasing severity. Major earthquakes also occurred;
diseases repeatedly broke out in the capital of Heian-kyo, causing large numbers of
deaths. Flood events altered river courses, and sediment accumulated in downstream
and coastal areas. This reshaped irrigation networks, paddy fields, harbors, and other
productive and transportation infrastructures.”

In particular, in the Oyumino area of present-day Chiba City, the southwestern
lowlands stabilized as coastal sand ridges developed, and at the Ichihara Jori riiES&H
System site located there, paddy fields expanded after the tenth century. The Ariyoshi/
Takazawa settlement—dependent on yazsu 73 rice paddies—had reached production
limits, making relocation toward areas facing plains with expanded arable land more
advamtageous.34 Moreover, by the end of the ninth century, Buddhist beliefs and
practices centered on personal salvation began to affect traditional ancestor veneration,
which had previously served as the binding mechanism for settlements. The interaction
between environmental and psycho-spiritual change contributed to the dissolution and
disappearance of traditional settlements based on ancient clan (blood-kin) groups from
the tenth through the eleventh centuries.

In the latter half of the tenth century, in 985 (Kanna ¥l 1), Genshin’s Ojoydshi 114
Y (Essentials of Rebirth in the Pure Land) was compiled—a work that systematized the

% Nakatsuka and Tamura, Kikd hendi kara yominaosu Nihonshi 4.
% Sasd, Matsuri to kamigami no kodai.
** Saso, “10-seiki no kiko hendd ga motarashita mono.”
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complex Buddhist views of the Pure Land and the afterlife.”” At its foundation lay beliefs
and practices for personal salvation, profoundly altering ideas concerning the dead and
the afterlife. However—as demonstrated above—such personal salvation-based practices
and beliefs did not emerge only in the tenth century among citizens of Heian-kyé due to
the transformation and disintegration of the rizsury system. By the late cighth century,
they had already penetrated communities in the eastern provinces situated along Buddhist
proselytization networks linking provincial temples and early district temples. To this,
from the latter half of the ninth century onward, were added increasingly frequent
and severe natural disasters and environmental changes. The interaction between acute
awareness of existential risk and the desire for individual salvation brought society and
religion to a major turning point in the tenth century. As a result, settlements grounded
in ancient clans dissolved and dispersed, and by the twelfth century were reorganized into
new medieval settlement and cemetery landscapes.

The tenth century also saw changes in the economic sphere. In the Japanese
archipelago, rice and cloth came to function as substitute currencies, marking the dawn
of a monetary economy. In parallel, the Japanese archipelago was incorporated into
the broader East Asian trading sphere centered on the Northern Song. By the twelfth
century, currency-based market economies using Chinese coins were fully operational.”
In this context, indigenous deity beliefs and practices (jingi #fiill) were incorporated into
Buddhism—a world religion corresponding to trans-East-Asian trading networks—and
the honji suijaku AHTEN beliefs and practices, which saw the original forms of Japan’s
deities as buddhas and bodhisattvas, spread rapidly. A new religious view developed
in which Japanese deities were enshrined (kanjo i) through Buddhist rites.”” The
prototype of Japanese culture commonly called the “national style” (kokufiz [EJE)—
together with views of deities and the physical landscape of shrines that continue to the

present—was formed in response to the developments of the tenth and eleventh centuries.

Conclusion: Elements of Cultural Fvolution in Ancient Japan
The findings of this study may be summarized as follows:

(1) From the eighth through the ninth centuries, the organizational relationship between
Buddhism—a world religion—and the state persisted. Beliefs in personal salvation,
together with the Buddhist conception of “transgression,” penetrated even settlements
of the eastern provinces. Combined with the influence of ritsuryé document-based

administration, this led to a rapid expansion of the literate stratum.

» Hayami, Jodo shinka-ron.
% 1td, Nibon chiisei no kabei to shin’yo/ryatsi.
%7 Sasd, Matsuri to kamigami no kodai.
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(2) From the latter half of the ninth through the tenth centuries, warfare and natural
disasters (floods, droughts, epidemics, earthquakes, etc.) heightened social anxiety
and strengthened desires for personal salvation. In addition, environmental changes
prompting the reorganization of productive and transportation systems contributed
to the dissolution of ancient settlements based on traditional clan (kin) groups. By the
twelfth century, these were reorganized into new medieval villages.

(3) From the tenth through the twelfth centuries—when the above conditions
unfolded—circulation networks inside and outside the Japanese archipelago were
reconfigured, and the archipelago was incorporated into the broad East Asian exchange
and distribution sphere centered on the Northern Song.

(4) In the case of the Japanese archipelago, between roughly the eighth and twelfth
centuries, conditions (1) through (3) converged, allowing the formation of the
foundational shape of Japanese culture as it continues to the present.

At the same time, even amid such transformations, traditional sacred spaces and deities
of indigenous deity beliefs and practices were preserved. In Fujiwara no Michinaga’s %
i £ Edict of Choho 1 (Choho gannenrei Ef® 1; Choho 1 is 999 AD), it is stated that
the interruption of rites and the destruction of shrines directly lead to disasters, clearly
articulating a policy mandating the performance of rites and prohibiting shrine damage.
It has been suggested that this served as an impetus for the establishment of the nagare-
zukuri Jiti& architectural style, which became the standard form of shrine main halls.*®
In the diverse natural environments of the Japanese archipelago and its insular geography
distant from the continent, a view that intuitively perceives agency in natural processes
and treats that agency as divine, and rituals offering precious goods and food to maintain
and enhance desirable divine workings, were adaptive. As such, rites (matsuri) continued
after the tenth century and became a defining feature of Japanese culture.

While rites—matsuri as a set of ceremonial acts—were preserved and developed in
varied forms, the deities toward whom these rites were directed became incorporated
into Buddhist belief. At the Shiotsu &t Port site in Shiga Prefecture, from shrine
remains, wooden plaques with oaths to Buddhist and indigenous deities (kishimon i
75 X) have been recovered. The oldest datable example is from Hoen fR%E 3 (1137). In
it, a person engaged in Lake Biwa shipping swears by Buddhist deities such as Indra,
Brahma, and the Four Heavenly Kings, as well as Japanese deities such as Kamigamo I+
% and Shimogamo /%, Hachiman /\f§, and Sanné L=, vowing to perform his
work faithfully and stating explicitly that divine punishment would follow if the oath

were broken.” It is significant that, within the transport system sustaining the Heian-

38 L
Maruyama, Kodai no jinja zoei.
* Hama, “Shiotsu kishobun no sekai”; Shigeta and Hama, Shiotsu-kd iseki 2.
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kyo market economy, Buddhist and Japanese deities served as supernatural monitors.
The Shiotsu Port site, where these oath plaques were found, was a logistical hub linking
Tsuruga—an important Japan Sea—side port visited by Northern Song merchants—
with the capital. In the twelfth century, the port expanded its functions, and
increased shipping to Heian-kyo probably activated the market economy. This situation
corresponds with the development of coin-based market economies at the same time. The
wooden oath plaques from Shiotsu Port were created in such an environment. Together
with Buddhist deities, Japanese deities came to possess the character of “big gods”™—
entities important for contract enforcement—within wide-area trading networks. '

In the process by which Western Europe’s distinctive psychology formed, Joseph
Henrich identified the following elements: the linkage between world religion and the
state, the expansion of the literate stratum, the dissolution of ancient clans, and the
activation of market economies. Comparable elements can be observed in the Japanese
archipelago in roughly the same period. At the same time, the two regions differed
substantially in terms of natural environmental change, especially disasters. Examining
these similarities and differences from multiple perspectives and reconsidering the
formation of Japanese culture from a broad vantage point is necessary to situate it within
world history. It is my hope that this paper contributes, however modestly, to that

endeavor.

Postscript: This article is a revised and expanded version of a research presentation
delivered at the “Kami Studies” Workshop of the Organization for the Advancement of
Research and Development, Kokugakuin University, on 15 February 2025. My analysis
and interpretations of the Obaraku archacological complex site group are based on a
forthcoming article (Saso, “Kodai Togoku ni okeru ‘tsumi’ ishiki to shizoku shadan no
kaitai).

(Translated by Dylan L. Toda)

40 . - . .
* Yokota, “Hakkutsu sareta Shiotsu-ko iseki.”

' Norenzayan, Big Gods.
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