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Understanding the religious world of Kiikai through the experiences of modern-day Shikoku pilgrims
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Until around the mid-1960s most pilgrims walked the Shikoku pilgrimage and the traditional
simple belief of genze-riyaku (benefits gained in this world) from the Edo period (1603-1868) remained.
There were few people who made the Shikoku pilgrimage for sightseeing or recreational reasons from the
Edo period onward, but there were many women, children, sick and disabled along the route. This is
because osettai (the custom of helping pilgrims) existed on Shikoku. Even in modern society osettai is
important and needs to be preserved from now on as a “living culture.” From around the mid-1960s
increasingly more people made the pilgrimage by bus or car, and the number of people who walked the
route almost disappeared. However, with the start of the Heisei period in1989 the numbers of walking
pilgrims increased, but such people no longer sought after genze-riyaku, but came to reflect on life and
examine their identity. Akira HAYASAKA calls these people “philosophical pilgrims.” In this new era
even the former Prime Minister Naoto KAN walked the pilgrimage, which was unusual because until now
people at the top of society had never been seen making the Shikoku pilgrimage.

Kazuo TATSUNO writes in “Shikoku Henro” (pub. 2001) about the mystical experience of
connecting with nature while in the mountains as a walking pilgrim. Many modern-day walking pilgrims
experience the same as he did. This sense of oneness between nature and humankind overlaps with the
world that Kobo Daishi/Kiukai aimed for. Kiikai 's idea was based on a mystic belief where there is no
boundary line between nature and humankind, but where both have become one. It is evident that the
experiences of modern-day Shikoku pilgrims link themselves with the experiential religious world of
Kikai.
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