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Rei and Inochi: Views on Spirits and Vitalism in
Contemporary Japanese Buddhism

Norichika Horie

This article provides an overview of how the words spirit (rei or reikon) and
life (inochi) are used in contemporary Japanese Buddhist sects and orders. While
Buddhist scholars often deny the existence of spirits, the day-to-day activities of
temples focus on funerals and memorial services for the spirits of the dead.

Almost all sects state that they do not have an official view on the existence of
spirits because opinions about this question are divided. However, when one looks into
websites or publications for monks and lay followers, it is apparent that some sects
clearly deny the existence of spiritual beings, while others imply their existence in
explanations of rituals. On the other hand, vitalism emphasizes the trans-generational
connection of all lives in the eternal Buddha Life or Buddha Land, which also includes
this world. This notion is shared by all Buddhist sects and offers those sects that deny
the existence of spirits a justification for rituals for the spirits of the dead.

Ultimately, theoretical consistency is yet to be achieved since the doctrinal and
textual status of the concept of life is vague in Buddhism, and ordinary lay followers
do not understand the difference and relationship between spirits and life. The
term inochi and the theory of vitalism are influential in Death and Life Studies in
contemporary Japan. At the same time, more young people than old people believe
in spirits today. It will also be necessary to resolve the conceptual confusion berween

spirits and life in che field of end-of-life care.
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