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Introduction

Ashizu Yoshihiko [sic]I 葦津珍彦 (1909–1992), was widely known as a Shinto leader
and conservative intellectual in post-war Japan. He was born in Kyūshū, into a family
with strong Shinto roots: his father had been a strong supporter of the Jingikan 神祇

官movement in the Meiji period, which sought to restore the ancient Office of Deities.
In 1922, as a young man, Uzuhiko enrolled in the Tokyo Furitsu Dai Go Chūgakkō,
where he briefly became enamoured with Marx, and even joined a study group on
socialism. This was followed by a year studying commerce at the Fukushima Kōtō
Shōgyō. He returned to Kyūshū in 1921, to assist his father, and take over the family
business in the mining industry. His father’s faith deeply influenced and strengthened
his own Shinto convictions, which led to his active involvement in Shinto circles to-
ward the end of the Second World War. He played a significant role in the reorganisa-
tion of shrine Shinto in the early years of the occupation, which led to the formation
of Jinja Honchō (the National Association of Shrines) in 1946. Shortly thereafter, he
helped to launch Jinja shinpō 神社新報, a Shinto publication that represented the con-
cerns of this largest association of shrines. In addition to managing this publication
until 1968, he was himself a prolific author, and published over sixty books in the
post-war period. Ashizu maintained that shrine Shinto constituted the spiritual foun-
dation of the Japanese people and nation of Japan, and he clearly articulated this
view in public debates about the constitution, Yasukuni Shrine, the place of the em-
peror, and the role of Shinto rites in public life.II

A recent study indicates that Ashizu has had a significant intellectual influence
on the views of the conservative-nationalist Japan Conference (Nippon Kai), a political
movement established in 1997. This organisation has become a part of a coalition with
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Jinja Honcho’s Shinto Seiji Renmei (the League Promoting Ties Between Politics and
Shinto), and Liberal Democratic Diet members, which work together to promote con-
stitutional revision and support for Yasukuni Shrine, and to strengthen the position of
the emperor in contemporary Japan.III

The excerpts from Ashizu’s article below provide a post-occupation Shinto per-
spective, which views some rites and ceremonies as “non-religious” or customary so-
cial rituals that should not fall under the auspices of (the strict interpretation of reli-
gion-state separation required by) the Shinto Directive (15 December 1945) issued by
SCAP’s Religions Division. This article appeared in Contemporary Religions in Japan, a
journal sponsored by the International Institute for the Study of Religion – a non-
sectarian institute that had been established by Kishimoto Hideo and William
P. Woodard. Kishimoto was a scholar of religious studies at the University of Tokyo,
and Woodard was a Protestant missionary who had served in Japan before the war,
been employed as a researcher in SCAP’s Religions Division during the occupation,
and resumed work in Japan in 1953, following a brief break back in the United States.
Kishimoto served as the Chairman of the Editorial Board of the journal, and Woodard
was the chief editor.IV
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The Shinto Directive clearly states that “the purpose of this Directive is to separate reli-
gion from the state” and “to prevent misuse of religion for political ends . . . ” In other
words, the sphere of the Directive was not limited to the separation of church and
state, that is, the separation of religions organizations from the state; it aimed at the
separation of religion and state. Therefore, the Directive stated that “The provisions of
this directive will apply with equal force to all rites, practices, ceremonies, observan-
ces, beliefs, teachings, mythology, legends, philosophy, shrines, and physical symbols
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associated with Shinto.” Thus, the Directive was not satisfied to simply separate the
state and shrines. It was intended to completely expel from all public places in Japan
all Shinto usages and ceremonies which had spontaneously permeated the racial com-
munity. [. . . p. 18–20 . . .]

The people who interpret the Constitution in accordance with the Shinto Directive
take the position that the Directive, which ordered the separation of religion and state
was entirely replaced by articles 20 and 89 of the Constitution. Therefore, [p. 20/21]
they persistently insist that the only ceremonies possible for the government and pub-
lic entities are those that are non-religious.

Constitutional Provisions: Article 20

Our position on this point is different. The Constitution of Japan reads as follows:

Article 20: Freedom of religion is guaranteed to all. No religious organization shall receive any
privileges from the State, nor exercise any political authority. No person shall be compelled to
take part in any religious act, celebration, rite or practice. The State and its organs shall refrain
from religious education or any other religious activity.

Those people, who insist in accordance with paragraph 2 of Article 20 that the state or
its organs shall in no case perform any religious rite, understand religious rite “as natu-
rally included in the religious activity” referred to in Paragraph 3. We think, however,
that the term “religious activity” has a clear meaning and does not necessarily include
all kinds of religious rites, that is, rites which originate in a religion, or ceremonies
which possess a religious coloring. We do not think that the performance of religious
rites, which have been naturally merged into the racial social life of the Japanese, are
necessarily included in “religious activity,” which is prohibited. It is a natural and nor-
mal matter for the Japanese to perform religious rites in the case of funerals or memo-
rial services, to perform the ceremony of purification of a building site at the beginning
of construction, and to perform a religious rite at a wedding ceremony. This is also the
case in using New [p. 21/22] Year’s pines or Christmas trees. We think that religious rites
which have permeated the Japanese social life and customs are outside the category of
the “religious activity” forbidden by the Constitution.

It goes without saying that, even though a rite has become very general and is in a
social custom, if it is a rite originating in a religion, no one should be compelled to partic-
ipate in it. This is clearly stated in the Constitution. The provision in the second para-
graph forbidding compulsion is necessary in order to guarantee religious freedom. How-
ever, this is only intended to forbid compulsory participation, and does not prohibit the
performance of religious rites. [Italics in these sections are the original author’s own]
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