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Kami and Ancestor in Japanese Context: Focusing
on the 19th Century

Jun Endo

Hirata Atsutane (1776-1843), well-known Japanese writer on National
Learning in the 19th century, declared that ancestors were kami in his book
Tamadasuki. He lived in a period of transition from pre-modern society to
modern society, and his statement shows some characteristics of this period:
It is not necessarily easy to answer the question whether ancestors were
kami, nor the question which religion concerned them. The purpose of this
paper is to consider the connection between kami and ancestor in Japanese
history and examine the historical changes of the meaning of ancestor.

Ujigami, or “clan kami” in ancient Japan, were considered to be one of the
oldest ancestral beings then, but they must be distinguished from senzo,
which is a type of ancestor connected with the ie, or hansehold. Ujigami had
two essential attributes—the god located within a certain place, and the
ancestral god of #ji as clan. In the middle Ages, some new types of worship
of kami appeared: kami were often invited to newly established villages as
the local guardian god of the village, while rising samurai families invented
new ujigami according to blood or other relationships. Consequently,
ufigami became a generic term for a number of distinct types of kami:
original ujigami, local guardian gods, ancestral gods that had been newly
established, and so on.

There was a rigid taboo on kegare(ritual impurity) associated with death
(shi-e) in the worship of kami by the Imperial Court. This was introduced
into Buddhism in the 8th century. Then dualism appeared in Japanese
Buddhism: official priests did not engage in funerals but private priests
conducted such rituals. Ujigami did not essentially have any direct
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connection with death or funerals, so private sects of Buddhism covered
funeral and memorial services. The essential characteristics of Tokugawa
religion were formed through this process, and Hirata Atsutane tried to
integrate ancestor worship and the worship of kami, which had once been
divided among different religious traditions by offering theological solutions
to the taboo surrounding the kegare associated with death.
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