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Talk Outline

• Definition of Shinto
• What are Kami?
• Distinguishing Shinto and Buddhism
• Primary Practices of Contemporary Shinto
• Further Reading



Definitions

• Shinto (Shintō/Jindō): “The Way of the Gods” or “Way of the Kami”
• 神道

• Kami: Japanese spirits or deities
• 神



What are Kami?

• Heavenly and Earthly Gods
• Some humans
• Animals
• Plants and trees
• Topographic features
• Inanimate objects
• Buddhist deities



What are Kami?

• Heavenly and Earthly Gods

Kobayashi Eitaku 
Izanami and Izanagi
c. 1885



Fox at Statue to Inari (Inuyama Castle)



Fushimi Inari shrine, Kyoto



What are Kami?

• Heavenly and Earthly Gods
• Some humans



Kunitokotachi, Izanami, and Izanaki

With Emperor Meiji and Empress Shōken

1878, Toyohara Chikanobu



Torii (shrine gate) at the entrance to Meiji Shrine, Tokyo



Asahi Newspaper, January 1, 1946 
(cover)

“ EMPEROR IS NOT
   A MANIFEST DEITY ”



What are Kami?

• Heavenly and Earthly Gods
• Some humans
• Animals





Utagawa Kuniyoshi
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What are Kami?
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Nachi Waterfall, 
Wakayama





Male & female rocks, 
Mie

torii



Torii, Naoshima



Itsukushima Shrine, Hiroshima



EPCOT World Showcase



What are Kami?

• Heavenly and Earthly Gods
• Some humans
• Animals
• Plants and trees
• Topographic features
• Inanimate objects



Hari kuyō (memorial ceremony for needles)



Tsukumogami (spirits of unused or discarded 
household objects)

From Tsukumogami emaki, 10th c.
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What are Kami?

• Heavenly and Earthly Gods
• Some humans
• Animals
• Plants and trees
• Topographic features
• Inanimate objects
• Buddhist deities



Sōgyō Hachiman (Hachiman in the guise of a 
monk) – Art Institute Chicago



Distinguishing Shinto and Buddhism

• Places of Worship



Places of Worship

Shinto      Shrine 
      

Buddhism   卍   Temple
     

Leftward-facing,
set at 90 degrees



Raimon, Asakusa Shrine  / Sensō Temple, Tokyo









Distinguishing Shinto and Buddhism

• Places of Worship
• Organizational Structure



Shinto Organization

• No Unified Clerical Body

• No Central Text or Canon (Kojiki? Nihon shoki?)

• No Unified Doctrine

• No Common Liturgy

• No Head Cleric



Distinguishing Shinto and Buddhism

• Organizational Structure
• Places of Worship
• Ethics vs. Purity



Shinto priest performing harae (purification)



Unlucky Ages for 2023

WomenMen

Coed



Maternity House, Kyoto Prefecture

shide



Hikohohodemi no mikoto emaki, 14th c.



Shinto priest performing harae (purification)



morishio  (piled salt)







Sydney Morning Herald, April 6, 2018



misogi
(ritual ablution)



water for hand– and mouth-
rinsing at Shinto shrine



In their worship, men of importance simply clap their 
hands instead of kneeling or bowing.
 
 History of the Kingdom of Wei (ca. 297 CE)



Definitions

• Shinto (Shintō/Jindō): “The Way of the Gods” or “Way of the Kami”
• 神道

• Kami (Sinified reading Shin/Jin): Japanese deities
• 神

• Michi (Sinified reading Tō/Dō)
• 道



Primary Practices of Contemporary Shinto

• Hatsumōde (New Year’s Shrine Visit)



Hatsumōde
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Shichi-Go-San (7-5-3)
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Yakudoshi (inauspicious years)
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mikoshi
   (portable Shinto shrine)



Local Matsuri (Festivals)
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Primary Practices of Contemporary Buddhism

• Hatsumōde (New Year’s Shrine Visit)
• Obon Festival (summer)
• Buddha’s Birthday (hanamatsuri, April 08)
• Funerals and memorial services
• Personal Reasons (prayer, temple stays, pilgrimage)



Religious Adherents in Japan

Shinto:  70.4%
Buddhism:  69.8%
Christianity: 1.5%
Other:  6.9%

CIA World Factbook 2015 (format allowed multiple choices)



Readings: Academic

Hardacre, H. (2017). Shinto: A History. Oxford University Press.

Breen, J., & Teeuwen, M. (2010). A New History of Shinto. Wiley-
Blackwell.



Readings: Primary Sources

Heldt, Gustav, tr. (2014). The Kojiki : An Account of Ancient Matters 
Columbia University Press.

Felt, Matthieu, tr. (2025). The Chronicles of Japan: Volume I: Age of 
the Gods and Legendary Sovereigns. Oxford University Press.

Bentley, J. R. (2006). The Authenticity of Sendai kuji hongi: A New 
Examination of Texts, with a Translation and Commentary. Brill.
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