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Modernity and Materiality of the Henro pilgrimage in Japan
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This paper discusses the modernity and materiality of the religious, focusing upon the intertwining between the sacred
and the mundane. The religious does not exist a priori: this is not only produced by the religious system and encoded a
particular meaning, but also are always involved in the dynamics of sociability and materiality. It is driven by actors of
stimulation and creation of mundane and religious meanings within the political connection of social actors*  practices.

This paper focuses upon the henro pilgrimage in Japan to show the impossibility of distinction between mundane and
religious affairs and the materiality of pilgrimage. The henro pilgrimage on Shikoku Island is one of the Buddhist
pilgrimages in Japan. The pilgrimage involves visiting 88 sacred Buddhist temples and extends over 1,400 km. It is not
associated with any Buddhist sect; hence, neither the pilgrims nor the 88 temples belong to a particular sect. In this
pilgrimage, the objective is to visit all the sacred places related to Kobo Daishi, who was the patron saint of the Shingon
sect in the religious sense and, as believed by inhabitants over the years, a folk saint transcending religious distinctions. In
fact, this is not a stylish pilgrimage with sophisticated tenets, but rather a symbolic one based on the belief system of
Kobo Daishi. A uniqueness of the pilgrimage is found in a fact that this pilgrimage has been on the rim of the Buddhist
belief system because it just relates with the belief of the Buddhist saint Kobodaishi. While the Buddhism has developed
various sects and denominations in Japan, the henro pilgrimage had not been included in the Buddhist system. This
pilgrimage gained popularity among ordinary people around the early eighteenth century.

I illustrate three aspects of the henro pilgrimage in the early twentieth century, the 1930s in particular, to explore how
lose meanings of the pilgrimage became anchored by agents. The 1920s witnessed a rise of a market of domestic tourism
in Japan. Travel agents and transportation companies that connect urban and local areas filled a specific meaning of
leisure into the pilgrimage, inviting tourists. A way of undertaking the pilgrimage is preferred as secure, speedy and
joyful: the pilgrimage must be enjoyed. In the meanwhile an organisation which stressed the religious meaning of the
pilgrimage was set up harshly criticising touristic style of the pilgrimage. The World War II required the pilgrimage to
function as an opportunity for physical and spiritual training. The floating denotations and connotations within the
pilgrimage had performatively been anchored by agents.

In the second aspect, an active and enlightening organisation, named Henro-Dogyo-Kai, was set up in Tokyo in 1929.
The philosophy of the organisation Henro-Dogyo-Kai strongly accused the modern way of the pilgrimage of undermining
its sacredness, while stressing the significance of walking pilgrimage because it insisted an effect of hiking to visit sacred
places and historical places was found in recovering humanities through body practice in nature, and in understanding
Japanese history discovered in local places. Hiking was a way to regain the nature of Japanese-nes.

[ can observe the intertwining between the sacred and mundane in this process. Buddhism did not concern with the
pilgrimage before the emergence of modernisation of the pilgrimage: the modernisation affected a sense of hate of the
religious people and evoked their sense of the religion for the pilgrimage. The religious meaning of the pilgrimage is not
pre-given, rather always yielded through mundane effects. Here, metaphysics assumption that lines a distinction between

spirits and things is nullified by materiarity in modernigy of the henro pilgrimage.
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